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ALL MEANS ALL: A COLLECTIVE VISION
FOR INCLUSIVE TEACHER EDUCATION - AN
INTRODUCTION

Frank J. Müller; Deirdre Forde; Lea Bussas; Leah O'Toole; Heidrun Demo; and
Silver Cappello

1 What is the OpenTextbook and How Did We Get Here?

The “All Means All!” OpenTextbook represents a groundbreaking step in fostering inclusive,

equitable, and intersectional approaches to teacher education. This interactive, modular,

multimedia resource was created to address the complex needs of diverse learners and

support educators in overcoming structural barriers in education. Conceived and developed

over three years, this OpenTextbook brings together perspectives from 144 self-advocates/

researchers from 28 countries, blending theory and lived experience to create a tool that

empowers educators to better understand and navigate the multidimensional aspects of

inclusivity.

This ambitious project would not have been possible without the contributions of its

numerous participants, whose insights, lived experiences, and dedication enriched every

aspect of this resource. We extend our deepest gratitude to all involved. Additionally, we

would like to acknowledge the extensive funding provided by Erasmus+, which laid the

foundation for bringing together diverse voices and enabling an inclusive dialogue. The

collaborative spirit of this initiative underscores its mission to create meaningful change in

education.

2 The Goal: Inclusive and Intersectional Education

The primary goal of the “All Means All!” project is to provide educators, especially students

in initial teacher education (K-12), with a comprehensive, practical resource to promote

equity and inclusivity in their classrooms. This OpenTextbook seeks to address and

dismantle structural disadvantages based on gender, sexual orientation, dis/ability, socio-

economic background, race, language, health, age, pregnancy and maternity, and belief

systems. By integrating these dimensions into a cohesive and interconnected narrative, the

project fosters a holistic approach that helps educators build empathy, dismantle systemic

barriers, and empower all learners to reach their full potential.
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3 The Process: Collaboration, Review, and Open Resources

The journey to create the “All Means All!” OpenTextbook was rooted in collaboration and

inclusivity. Over the course of three years, the project unfolded through engagement with a

wide network of advocates and researchers. Important aspects were:

• Open Review and Participatory Development: The development process was open and

participatory, involving extensive collaboration with self-advocates and researchers.

This ensured that lived experiences shaped the content, resulting in a resource that is

both authentic and relevant to diverse educational contexts.

• Workshops in Brixen (2022), Maynooth (2023), and Göttingen (2024): Three two-week

workshops served as key touchpoints for dialogue, co-creation, and exploration.

Participants worked together to explore theoretical frameworks, share practical

strategies, and weave their personal narratives into the content.

• Pressbooks Platform: Utilising the Pressbooks platform, the OpenTextbook was

developed with accessibility and adaptability in mind. This modular format allows for

easy integration into local contexts and promotes flexible, user-driven engagement.

You will find a more detailed description of the open process in the
meta chapter.

4 Learnings from the Journey

Throughout the project, several key insights emerged:

• Value of Multi-Perspectives: Bringing together a wide range of voices and experiences

highlighted the strength of the collective input and underscored the importance of

multi-perspective content in educational resources.

• Complexity of Structural Barriers: The intersectional dimensions of diversity and

structural disadvantage require nuanced understanding and context-specific

strategies to enable them to be addressed effectively.

• Power of Collaboration: The collaborative model demonstrated the transformative

potential of engaging both academic experts and self-advocates, resulting in a

resource that bridges theoretical knowledge with lived realities.

5 Overview of Topics Covered

To provide a comprehensive resource for educators, the “All Means All!” OpenTextbook

is organised into six primary sections, each addressing a key aspect of inclusive and
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intersectional education. Below is an outline of the major topics explored within each

section:

Section 1: Developing Inclusive Educators

Developing Empathy for Diversity through a Narrative of Activism

The opening chapter, Developing Empathy for Diversity through a Narrative of Activism

(by Paty Paliokosta and Nicola Ryan—with special acknowledgments to Elizabeth Morrow,

Theresa Nash-Patel, Kingston Centre for Independent Living, Bern O’Donoghue, and Eli

Anderson), invites readers to discover the transformative power of empathy in education.

Drawing on compelling narratives (for example, the experiences of disability rights advocate

Ali Kashmiri), the chapter illustrates how storytelling dissolves barriers and cultivates

inclusive learning environments. Educators are encouraged to reflect on real-world cases,

challenge systemic injustices, and build a pedagogy founded on empathy and social justice.

This chapter lays the groundwork for engaging with stories of resilience and advocacy while

inspiring tangible change in classrooms.

The Role of Values in Inclusive Education

The Role of Values in Inclusive Education (by Petra Auer, Lydia Murphy, Tommaso Santilli,

and Mahvand Sahranavard Espily) investigates the critical connection between core values

and the development of inclusive settings. Using diverse examples, theoretical models,

and practical applications, this chapter reveals how values shape individual behaviors and

overall school culture. Through relatable narratives and case studies—such as educators

rethinking conflicting priorities—it emphasizes the significance of values in guiding

decision-making and influencing educational practices. Readers are prompted to

reconsider their own beliefs and collaborate in fostering environments where every student

is respected.

Relationships in Inclusive Education

Authored by Lina Render de Barros, Leah O’Toole, and Simon Klippert, the chapter

Relationships in Inclusive Education underscores the importance of interpersonal

connections in nurturing inclusive settings. By linking individual developmental needs with

broader societal contexts, the chapter demonstrates how these relationships influence

human growth and classroom dynamics. It offers both theoretical perspectives and

practical strategies for educators to build nurturing, equitable, and responsive student-

teacher interactions.
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Dialogic Mentoring

Dialogic Mentoring (by Dror Simri, Ines Boban, and Linjie Zhang) focuses on the

mentor–mentee dynamic, emphasizing how trust, empathy, and mutual respect foster

transformative learning. Drawing from historical and philosophical insights—and using vivid

metaphors such as anthropologists and photographers—the chapter illustrates the

multifaceted nature of mentorship. It interweaves practical strategies that stress

authenticity, emotional support, and collaborative dialogue, inviting educators and mentors

to reframe their practices in ways that honor individuality while promoting inclusive, dialogic

learning environments.

Continuous Professional Development for Diversity Sensitivity

In Continuous Professional Development for Staff for Diversity Sensitivity (by Fetiye Erbil,

Bodine Romijn, and Valeria Occelli), the focus is on the vital role of ongoing professional

development in cultivating diversity-sensitive practices. Using a detailed hypothetical case

involving Alex—a middle school student facing intersecting challenges—the chapter

challenges educators to critically reflect on their own approaches. It argues for prioritizing

equity over equality and advocates for professional growth that is tailored, collaborative,

and reflective, offering actionable strategies for creating supportive, inclusive classrooms.

Understanding Yourself as an Inclusive Teacher – Teacher Professional
Identity Development

Understanding Yourself as an Inclusive Teacher – Teacher Professional Identity

Development (by Ann-Kathrin Arndt, Beausetha J. Bruwer, Zhicheng Huang, and Sarah

Volknant) explores the intricate journey of forming a teacher’s professional identity.

Examining Teacher Professional Identity Development (TPID) as a dynamic process shaped

by personal experiences, educational settings, and societal shifts, the chapter combines

theoretical insights with reflective exercises. It encourages educators to align their values

and practices in pursuit of inclusivity and to adapt to evolving educational and technological

landscapes.

Reflecting on Teacher Habitus – The Potential to Support Inclusion in the
Classroom

In Reflecting on Teacher Habitus – The Potential to Support Inclusion in the Classroom (by

Nico Leonhardt, Rosario Ryan, and Valerio Ferrero), the concept of teacher habitus—rooted

in Bourdieu’s sociological framework—is discussed as a key influence on teaching

practices. Drawing on examples from Ireland, Italy, and Germany, the chapter highlights how

ingrained norms and socialization can either reinforce inequalities or promote inclusion.
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It emphasizes reflective practices that empower teachers to confront biases and redefine

their professional approaches to better support every student.

Becoming an Inclusive Teacher

Becoming an Inclusive Teacher (by Graham Maher, Kavyta Raghunandan, Wurud Jayusi,

and Declan Markey) examines the transformative journey toward embracing diversity in

education. The authors argue that every teacher—regardless of background—can serve as a

role model and change agent. Through real-life narratives and practical strategies (including

self-reflection on privilege and culturally responsive practices), the chapter outlines how

educators can actively challenge systemic inequities and view inclusivity as an ongoing

process of self-discovery.

Teacher Agency and Inclusion

Authored by Sara Baroni, Tamara van Woezik, Rhianna Murphy, Madhusudhan Ramesh, and

Günalp Turan, the chapter Teacher Agency and Inclusion emphasizes the role of educators

as proactive change agents. Adopting an ecological perspective, it dissects the interplay

between individual, contextual, and systemic factors that shape teacher agency. Through

theoretical insights and concrete examples, the authors empower educators to identify

disparities and actively contribute to creating equitable, inclusive learning spaces.

Anti-Bias Education

The chapter Anti-Bias Education (by Ira Schumann, Mai Trang Vu, Hazar Chaouni, and

Seun Adebayo) stresses the importance of addressing biases to build inclusive, equitable

classrooms. It illustrates how celebrating diversity and challenging discrimination—both

at the personal and institutional levels—can empower both teachers and students. By

promoting critical thinking, empathy, and family collaboration, the chapter provides

practical guidance for integrating anti-bias strategies into everyday teaching practices.

Section 2: Supporting Inclusion in the Classroom and Beyond

Neuroinclusion: A School Community Approach

In Neuroinclusion: A School Community Approach (by Deirdre Forde, Alison Stapleton,

Nicola Ryan, and Paty Paliokosta), the authors discuss how to design educational

environments that honor neurodiversity. Using real-life accounts of a neurodivergent

student’s experience, the chapter illustrates how various contextual factors influence

learning and well-being. Grounded in frameworks such as Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological
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Systems Theory, it advocates for systemic, adaptive practices that foster understanding

and optimise person–environment fit.

Teamwork in the Classroom

Teamwork in the Classroom (by Silver Cappello, Outi Kyrö-Ämmälä, and Becky Ward)

emphasizes the importance of collaborative practices in education. Drawing on examples

such as the Erasmus+ project THRIECE, the chapter demonstrates how dismantling

traditional role boundaries among teachers, assistants, and administrative staff enriches

the learning experience and builds collective expertise. It outlines essential competencies,

shared goals, and respectful practices that promote student success through cohesive

teamwork.

“Please, Don’t Sit on My Shoulder” – Shifting Perspectives on Assistant
Roles

In “Please, Don’t Sit on My Shoulder” – From Neo-liberal to Emancipatory Perspectives (by

Marie Mc Loughlin, Eileen Schwarzenberg, Danielle Farrel—in collaboration with Melanie

Eilert), the authors analyze the evolving roles and challenges faced by teaching and

personal assistants. Contrasting historical and current practices under neo-liberal

influences with emancipatory approaches rooted in empowerment, the chapter calls for

innovative support models that balance independence with assistance while fostering

cooperative, inclusive practices.

Working in Multidisciplinary Teams

Working in Multidisciplinary Teams (by Ann-Kathrin Arndt, Miriam Sonntag, Alexandra

Anton, Beausetha Bruwer, Miriam Cuccu, and Lydia Murphy) focuses on the dynamics

of collaboration across diverse professional roles. Transitioning from an individual “I”-

perspective to a collective “We”-perspective essential for teamwork, the chapter uses case

studies from Finnish early childhood education to Austrian primary schools to illustrate

practical strategies for negotiating roles and integrating multidisciplinary expertise in

teacher education.

To Build up a Community – Collaboration with Parents

In To Build up a Community – Collaboration with Parents (by Assimina Tsibidaki, Linjie

Zhang, and Nico Leonhardt), the authors discuss the critical importance of forging

authentic partnerships between schools and families. The chapter addresses challenges

and benefits of connecting with parents from diverse cultural backgrounds, offering

principles and practical examples for establishing meaningful, collaborative relationships.
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Navigating Horizontal Transitions: Building Participation and Support

Navigating Horizontal Transitions: Building Participation and Support for Young Learners

and Families in Educational and Community Settings (by Francesca Mara Santangelo, Chris

Carstens, and Nariko Hashida) focuses on the challenges students face when moving

between similar educational settings. The chapter emphasises the need for a strong

support network—including educators, families, and community stakeholders—and offers

strategies for tailored assistance, clear communication, and cooperative frameworks that

bolster academic, social, and emotional well-being.

Navigating Educational Transitions for All

Navigating Educational Transitions for All (by Silver Cappello, Danielle Farrel, Paty

Paliokosta, and Irati Sagardia-Iturria) addresses the profound impact of educational

transitions, from shifting between home and school to progressing through various

educational stages and into employment. Combining theoretical insights with practical

strategies and lived experiences, the chapter underscores the value of person-centered

planning and inclusive practices in empowering marginalized individuals while fostering

resilience and equity.

An Introduction to Person Centred Planning – and Its Potential for Schools

An Introduction to Person Centred Planning – and Its Potential for Schools (by Petra

Elftorp, Sandra Fietkau, Andreas Hinz, and Yuzhen Xu) discusses how Person Centred

Planning (PCP) can be applied in educational contexts to empower individuals and enhance

inclusion. Emphasising a participatory approach where stakeholders collaboratively

envision a future built on individual strengths, the chapter highlights dialogue, creative

problem solving, and systemic change as core components of effective PCP.

Section 3: Creating Inclusive Learning Environments and
Participation

Creating a Framework for Inclusive Learning Environments

In Creating a Framework for Inclusive Learning Environments (by Deirdre Forde, Claire

O’Neill, Ulla Sivunen, Chris Carstens, Cynthy K. Haihambo and Alessandra Galletti), the

authors discuss what is needed to design truly inclusive educational spaces. Written in

a co-participatory manner with a neurodivergent and deaf researcher/ self-advocate, they

identify physical, cultural, sensory, relational, and communicative components essential for
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supporting all learners and propose a multidimensional, collaborative model for planning,

assessing, and refining inclusive pedagogies.

Participation of Children and Youth in Learning and Community
Development

Participation of Children and Youth in Learning and Community Development (by Ines

Boban, Silvia Dell’Anna, Charlie Moreno, Shichong Li, and Maryam Mohammadi) considers

how involving young people as active contributors can transform both education and

community life. Through examples such as creating Zen gardens, improving community

nutrition, and fostering restorative justice among peers, the chapter demonstrates how

participatory approaches empower youth, build leadership skills, and drive societal change.

Self-Determination in Learning

In Self-Determination in Learning (by Karen Buttigieg, Zeynep Karaosman, and Ludovica

Rizzo), the focus is on the empowering effects of self-directed learning environments.

By highlighting the psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, the

chapter makes the case for giving learners an active role in shaping their educational

experiences. Practical strategies for offering meaningful choices, cultivating supportive

classroom communities, and providing motivating feedback are outlined to help educators

promote self-determination.

Democratic Schools: How They Work and Why They Are Cool

Democratic Schools: How They Work and Why They Are Cool (by Halil Han Aktaş, Abdelatif

Atif, Andreas Hinz, and Konstantin Korn) outlines the core principles of democratic

schooling. The authors contrast these models with traditional systems, emphasizing

student agency, dialogic interactions, and community-centered learning. Through case

studies and reflective insights, the chapter discusses both the challenges and

transformative potential of democratic education for creating personalized, inclusive

learning experiences.

Social Space Orientation

Authored by Chloe Keegan, Cynthy K. Haihambo, and Victor Tan Chee Shien, Social Space

Orientation emphasises the significance of social spaces in promoting inclusion and overall

well-being. By redefining social spaces as dynamic hubs of interaction, the chapter

encourages readers to reconsider social encounters through the lenses of lifespan

development, agency, and power dynamics while also addressing potential exclusions.
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Inclusive Play: Norm Creative Approaches to Transform Integrative Play to
Inclusive Play

Inclusive Play: Norm Creative Approaches to Transform Integrative Play to Inclusive Play (by

Deirdre Forde, Sebastian Nemeth, Dean Vaughan, and Georga Dowling) discusses how play,

an essential part of childhood development, can be reconceptualised as a fully inclusive

experience. Using a case study from a Danish school, the chapter details frameworks and

strategies (including dialogical methods and the capabilities approach) that encourage

educators to listen to children’s voices and actively contribute to creating supportive play

environments.

Inclusivity in Outdoor Education

In Inclusivity in Outdoor Education (by Beausetha J. Bruwer, Maria Moscato, and Victor

Tan Chee Shien with input from Ellen Beate Hansen Sandseter), the authors reflect on the

transformative benefits of outdoor education. Combining personal narratives with scholarly

research, the chapter demonstrates how engaging with nature promotes social-emotional

growth, environmental awareness, and active participation. It also considers challenges

such as risk management and parental involvement, stressing the importance of deliberate

program design and teacher preparation.

The Magic of Inclusion: Transformative Action for Sustainability Education

The Magic of Inclusion: Transformative Action for Sustainability Education (by Sofia

Ahlberg, Patricia Kennon, and Katarina Rončević) delves into the intersection of

sustainability and inclusive education. The chapter advocates for integrative, participatory

methods that dismantle systemic barriers and empower learners. Using innovative

pedagogical tools, the authors demonstrate how inclusive practices can strengthen

community bonds, stimulate creativity and foster critical thinking which are all essential for

a sustainable future.

Section 4: Fostering Student Well-Being and Emotional Health

Understanding Social and Emotional Development and Behavioural
Difficulties

In Understanding Social and Emotional Development and Behavioural Difficulties (by Julia

Bialek, Francesca Mara Santangelo, Chris Carstens, and Cynthy K. Haihambo), the authors

delve into the complex nature of children’s social-emotional and behavioral challenges.

Drawing on diverse global perspectives and real-life case studies (such as Maria’s account
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from Southern Africa), the chapter explains how these issues are shaped by broader

societal and environmental factors. It emphasises trauma-sensitive approaches, peer

engagement, co-regulation techniques, and collaborative partnerships among educators,

families, and communities to promote resilience.

Children’s Well-Being in Inclusive Education

Children’s Well-Being in Inclusive Education (by Deirdre Forde, Anne Piezunka, Tracy

McElheron, Büşra Gündeş Orman and Mahvand Sahranavard Espily) explores the

multifaceted aspects of well-being within school settings. Drawing on theoretical models

like Jaana Minkkinen’s Structural Model of Child Well-being and practical examples (such as

Fatima’s experience), the chapter underscores the interconnectedness of physical, mental,

social, and material well-being, and provides strategies for creating environments that

honor each child’s unique needs and cultural background.

Sticks and Stones: Bullying and Microaggression at School

In Sticks and Stones: Bullying and Microaggression at School (by Pamela February, Evrim

Çetinkaya Yıldız, Clíona O’Keeffe, and Fatma Kürker), the authors confront the pervasive

issue of bullying through case studies that reveal its enduring and far-reaching impacts. By

documenting the experiences of individuals like Sam, Andrew, and Yuko, the chapter offers

both theoretical perspectives and practical interventions designed to prevent bullying and

nurture respectful, inclusive classroom climates.

Marginalised Students in Classrooms

Marginalised Students in Classrooms (by Silver Cappello, Tracy Fletcher, and Nysha Chantel

Givans) investigates how marginalization manifests in educational settings—through

unequal access, cultural and socio-economic biases, and systemic obstacles. Featuring

a real-life example from Berlin-Neukölln, the chapter illustrates the positive impact of

nurturing teacher-student relationships and culturally responsive teaching. It offers

actionable strategies to transform classrooms into spaces where marginalized students are

empowered via adaptive curricula and supportive pedagogies.

Breaking the Silence: Empowering Schools in the Practice of
Trauma-Informed Education

Breaking the Silence: Empowering Schools in the Practice of Trauma-Informed Education

(by Julia Bialek, Evrim Çetinkaya Yıldız, Cynthy Kaliinasho Haihambo Ya-Otto, and Ramona

Thümmler) provides a comprehensive overview of trauma and its effects on children’s well-

being. The chapter stresses the crucial role of educators in recognizing and mitigating
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trauma’s impact, offering practical, community-based strategies to create trauma-sensitive,

inclusive learning environments.

Being Afraid of “The Other” – Phobias in Education

Being Afraid of “The Other” – Phobias in Education (by Valerio Ferrero, Anna Frizzarin,

Damini Sharma, and Jean Karl Grech) addresses the dynamics of othering within school

contexts. Through illustrative case studies, the chapter demonstrates how language and

social constructs contribute to marginalization. It discusses historical roots of xenophobia

and transphobia and provides both theoretical insights and practical strategies for

deconstructing exclusionary narratives, thus fostering culturally responsive educational

spaces.

Identity Politics and Labelling in Education

In Identity Politics and Labelling in Education (by Sam Blanckensee, Özge Özdemir, Lina

Render de Barros, and Josefine Wagner), the authors analyze the interplay between identity

politics and labeling, and their effects on students’ learning experiences. Through a

combination of theoretical analysis, practical examples, and case studies, the chapter

critiques the dual role of labels—as both tools for resource allocation and potential sources

of stigma—and challenges educators to create spaces where all students feel recognized

and valued.

Enhancing Minority Languages for Inclusion

Enhancing Minority Languages for Inclusion (by Petra Auer, Beausetha Juhetha Bruwer,

Pamela February, and Federica Festa) addresses the challenges faced by learners

encountering linguistic barriers. The chapter discusses how educational policies, teacher

attitudes, and classroom practices can either marginalise or support multilingual learners.

It advocates for strategies ranging from critical reflection on multilingualism to fostering

community collaboration, emphasizing the essential role of linguistic diversity in building

inclusive environments.

Section 5: Inclusive Teaching Methods and Assessment

Universal Design for Learning

Universal Design for Learning (by Margaret Flood, María Pilar Gray Carlos, and Anna

Frizzarini) presents the UDL framework as a proactive approach to crafting inclusive

educational environments. Focusing on the principles of Engagement, Representation, and

ALL MEANS ALL: A COLLECTIVE VISION FOR INCLUSIVE TEACHER EDUCATION - AN INTRODUCTION | 11



Action & Expression, the chapter explains how UDL addresses learner variability and

neurodiversity through flexible teaching strategies that dismantle barriers and empower

every student.

Cooperative Learning

Cooperative Learning (by Heidrun Demo, Vana Chiou, Miriam Cuccu, and Özge Özdemir)

differentiates between traditional group work and cooperative learning, where small groups

collaborate to optimize learning outcomes. The chapter emphasises positive

interdependence, individual accountability, and the development of interpersonal skills,

demonstrating how such approaches foster inclusive, democratic classroom dynamics.

(Digital) Media & Materials for Learning

In (Digital) Media & Materials for Learning (by Pamela February, Alessio Di Paolo, Grit Alter,

Jules Buendgens-Kosten, and Frank J. Müller), the authors discuss the essential role of

both digital and analogue media in creating accessible educational spaces. Drawing on

theoretical foundations like Mayer’s Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning and UDL,

the chapter outlines strategies for selecting and adapting diverse media to support

differentiated learning and bridge gaps in digital literacy.

Inclusive Books and Learning Materials

Inclusive Books and Learning Materials (by Tracy Fletcher, Laura Torres Zúñiga, and Lisa

Johansson) analyzes how educational resources can perpetuate or challenge exclusion.

Using a case study from a Swedish upper secondary school that critiqued gender

representation in a history textbook, the chapter underscores the need for critical evaluation

and diversification of learning materials to ensure every student feels represented and

engaged.

Accessibility of Media and Materials

Accessibility of Media and Materials (by Thomas J. O’Shaughnessy, Pamela February, and

Sam Blanckensee) illustrates the transformative impact of accessible media on classroom

engagement. Through the example of Mx May adapting content for a visually impaired

student, the chapter argues that accessible materials benefit all learners—especially those

using assistive technologies—by promoting equity and fostering an inclusive school culture.

Bridging Learning and Teaching: Some Pathways to Inclusive Education

Bridging Learning and Teaching: Some Pathways to Inclusive Education (by Hermione

Xin Miao, Akshita Rawat, and Brian Lynam) outlines innovative pedagogical approaches
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that merge diverse perspectives. Emphasising inquiry-based learning, critical pedagogy,

and feminist methods, the chapter advocates for a collaborative teaching process that

empowers both teachers and students to confront societal inequities.

Differentiation

Differentiation (by Silvia Dell’Anna, Frank J. Müller, Jessica Lament, and Yasemin Acar

Ciftci) explains how educators can tailor instruction to address the diverse needs of their

students. Using the example of Mrs. Smith, who transitioned from a “one size fits all”

approach, the chapter details strategies such as flexible groupings and adaptive objectives

that create a dynamic, inclusive classroom environment.

Formative Assessment for/as Learning

Formative Assessment for/as Learning (by Eva Kleinlein, Valerio Rigo, and Alessandra

Imperio) examines the dual role of formative assessment in guiding and integrating learning

processes. Through practical examples, the chapter illustrates how embedded assessment

techniques empower students to assume ownership of their learning journeys.

Formative Assessment Put into Practice

Formative Assessment Put into Practice (by Pamela February, Janneke Eising, Melike

Özüdoğru, and Vana Chiou) provides a practical guide to implementing formative

assessment strategies in diverse classroom settings. Using the case of Leah, a novice

teacher managing a large class, the chapter outlines key practices—such as setting clear

objectives and encouraging peer feedback—that gradually transform assessment methods

into more inclusive and engaging processes.

Language Learning for All

In Language Learning for All (by Silver Cappello, Julia Schlam Salman, and Merja

Kauppinen), the authors discuss approaches to making language learning accessible in

multilingual classrooms. Using examples like a teacher employing translanguaging with

immigrant students in Sweden, the chapter underscores the importance of integrating

learners’ linguistic repertoires, inclusive methodologies, and multimodal resources to create

equitable language education.

Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) and the Potential to Transform
Young Lives

Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) and the Potential to Transform Young Lives (by

Zeynep Karaosman, Sevcan Karataş, Suzanne O’Keeffe, and Cynthy K. Haihambo) explores
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a holistic framework for sexuality education. The chapter traces the evolution of CSE,

outlining its goals to empower youth with the knowledge, attitudes, and values essential

for health and respectful relationships. It critiques traditional models and advocates for

inclusive, rights-based, and culturally responsive curricula that extend beyond biological

instruction to foster a more equitable society.

Section 6: Building Inclusive School Cultures and Policies

Inclusive School Culture

Inclusive School Culture (by Angele Deguara, Jessica Lament, Thomas Joseph

O’Shaughnessy, and Leah O’Toole) investigates strategies for fostering school

environments that actively counter discrimination and prejudice. Highlighting a Human

Library initiative at Westfield Primary School as a case study, the chapter demonstrates how

direct engagement and dialogue can dismantle stereotypes and build a culture of empathy,

collaboration, and shared leadership.

Restorative Practice in Schools

Restorative Practice in Schools (by Andrew Campbell, Leah O’Toole, Emer Byrden, and

Seán Gleasure) explores the adoption of restorative approaches as alternatives to punitive

measures. The chapter emphasizes how practices like restorative circles and shared value-

building can resolve conflicts, foster accountability, and transform school communities into

safer, more inclusive environments.

Inclusive Curriculum Development

In Inclusive Curriculum Development (by Cynthy K. Haihambo, Lisa M. Rosen, Penny H.

C. Dinh, Nika Maglaperidze, and Jane O’Toole), the authors discuss the challenges and

transformative potential of co-constructing curricula that reflect the lived experiences of

all learners. The chapter critiques centralized curriculum models and advocates for

participatory practices that disrupt traditional power imbalances and prioritise equity.

Why Are You Teaching What You Are Teaching (Policy Development and
Implementation)

Why Are You Teaching What You Are Teaching (by Jean Karl Grech, Nika Maglaperidze, and

Akangshya Bordoloi) discusses the crucial role of educators in shaping inclusive education

policies. Using case studies—such as Malala Yousafzai’s activism—the chapter highlights

the need for participatory, flexible curriculum development that empowers teachers to

address systemic inequities both inside and outside the classroom.
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School Administration

School Administration (by Seun Adebayo, Tracy Fletcher, and Nina Goretzko) employs

a case study from an inner-city secondary school in Dublin to illustrate how innovative

administrative practices—such as the “student passport”—can support inclusion. The

chapter stresses the value of collaborative decision-making, relationship building, and

active stakeholder participation in creating tailored, supportive educational environments.

Leadership for Inclusion

Leadership for Inclusion (by Angeline Aow, Bhuvan Israni, Emma Pearson, and Heidrun

Demo) examines how leadership extends beyond formal titles to encompass every member

of the school community. The chapter outlines pathways for building shared

understandings of inclusion, formulating inclusive policies, nurturing diverse school

cultures, and cultivating robust partnerships to empower both students and educators.

School Assessment in an Inclusive Education System

School Assessment in an Inclusive Education System – Do We Measure What We Value

or Do We Value What We Can Measure? (by Merve Ayvalli Karagöz, Vana Chiou, Catherine

Reid, and Leslie-Ann Webster) explores how to design assessment frameworks that reflect

the core values of inclusivity. Using a case study from a school striving for equity, the

chapter discusses challenges in aligning assessment methods with diverse needs and

offers strategies for developing evaluations that promote social justice.

Quality Development for Inclusive Schools/Institutions

Quality Development of Inclusive and Equitable Education on School Level (by Heidrun

Demo, Rosa Anna Ferdigg, Valerio Ferrero, and Veronica Punzo) focuses on strategies

to enhance inclusivity within educational institutions. Through a vocational school case

study, the chapter identifies challenges such as high dropout rates and teacher turnover,

advocating for systemic, participatory processes that continually refine school practices in

support of equitable education.

Gender and School Policy

Gender and School Policy (by Hannah Solley, Cennet Engin, Ayana Pathak, and Sam

Blanckensee) analyzes how gender dynamics manifest in school settings. Using the

example of Bella, a transgender student navigating secondary school, the chapter

discusses issues like uniform policies, restroom access, and social acceptance, and calls

for gender-sensitive policies that support trans, gender-diverse, and non-binary students.
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Teaching and Learning During Crisis and Unrest

Teaching and Learning During Crisis and Unrest: Strategies for Sustaining Education for

All (by Pamela J. February, Julia Schlam Salman, Mridula Muralidharan, and Dua Jabr

Dajani) examines adaptive strategies employed by educators during periods of disruption.

Drawing on case studies from Italy, Turkey, and Iran, the chapter emphasizes rapid, flexible,

teacher-driven responses (including trauma-informed practices and community resilience),

to maintain safe, inclusive learning environments amid crisis.

Inclusive Education in Diverse Contexts

Inclusive Education in Diverse Contexts (by Baran Yousefi, Brian Lynam, and Yuko Uesugi)

extends the conversation beyond traditional schools by addressing inclusive practices in

settings such as prisons, hospitals, traveling families, and online schools. Through global

examples and case studies, the chapter offers strategies to engage marginalised

communities and ensures education remains a fundamental right irrespective of

circumstances.

International Schools: Fostering or Hindering Equal Educational
Opportunities

International Schools: Fostering or Hindering Equal Educational Opportunities (by Kristina

Pennell-Götze, Baran Yousefi, and Linjie Zhang) explores the dual role of international

schools as both promoters and potential inhibitors of diversity, equity, and inclusion. Using

the case study of “The Peace School,” the chapter critiques the socio-cultural and structural

challenges within these institutions and outlines pathways to empower students as global

change agents.

Conclusion: Looking Ahead; Inspiring Ideas for Schools of
Tomorrow

Utopias: Where Do We Go from Here? Inspiring Ideas for ‘Schools of
Tomorrow’

In Utopias: Where Do We Go from Here? Inspiring Ideas for ‘Schools of Tomorrow’ (by Aga

M. Buckley, Georga Dowling, Kerstin Merz-Atalik, and Maryam Mohammadi), the authors

present transformative visions for inclusive and innovative education through the lens of

utopian thought. Rather than fixed endpoints, utopias are envisioned as evolving processes

that embody collective values and shared aspirations. The chapter offers a framework for

creating inclusive spaces, addressing barriers, and inspiring systemic change, illustrated
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by examples such as the Participatory School in Tehran, and invites readers to engage in

reflective and practical co-creation.

6 A Community Effort: Why There Are No Editor Names on the
Cover

The “All Means All!” OpenTextbook is a true community project. While organised and

facilitated by members of three universities, its success rests on the collective

contributions of all participants. The content was shaped through the dedication, insights,

and lived experiences of 144 self-advocates and researchers who engaged in open

processes and workshops. By choosing not to feature editor names on the cover, we

recognise that the strength of this resource lies in its collaborative spirit and shared vision

for equitable education. This decision reflects our commitment to inclusivity and mutual

respect as the driving forces behind meaningful educational change.

7 Key Decisions and Dimensions

In shaping the content, the project drew inspiration from frameworks such as Lutz and

Leiprecht, which emphasise the interconnectedness of different dimensions of social

inequality. This intersectional approach was chosen to provide a holistic view of diversity,

enabling educators to understand and address systemic barriers across multiple axes.

The dimensions selected—including gender, dis/ability, socio-economic status, and

more—reflect the project’s commitment to fostering an inclusive and equity-driven

educational landscape.

8 Embracing Imperfection: “If You See Something, Say Something!”

While the “All Means All!” project has made significant strides, it remains a living document

open to improvement. We invite all users of this OpenTextbook to provide feedback, share

perspectives, and suggest new additions. Together, we can continue to refine and enhance

this resource, ensuring it evolves to meet the changing needs of educators and learners

alike.

9 Where Do We Go From Here?

Moving forward, the focus will be on expanding and enriching the OpenTextbook through:

• Addressing Limitations: Adding new perspectives, examples, and local contexts to

reflect diverse educational realities across regions.
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• Integrating Additional Voices: Engaging more voices from marginalized and

underrepresented communities to further deepen the resource’s inclusivity.

• Translating it to other languages: Starting with Italian and German, we are planning to

add more and morelanguages.

• Enhancing Accessibility: Leveraging technological innovations to ensure the

OpenTextbook remains accessible and adaptable for all learners.

• Integrating Materials into University-Level Teaching: We will explore possibilities to

integrate the OpenTextbook materials into university teaching processes, enhancing

engagement and learning outcomes.

Let us know, if you want to be part of the journey.

10 Leveraging Support through Erasmus+

Over the course of three years, the “All Means All!” project fostered connections with

countless individuals dedicated to promoting equity in education. Although the structured

exchange has ended (for now), we encourage continued collaboration through programs

like Erasmus+, which offers funding for both university-affiliated and non-university

participants. By leveraging these opportunities, educators can sustain and expand the

community-driven spirit that made this project possible, fostering new dialogues and

building inclusive educational practices across diverse contexts.

Thank you: Lea Bussas, Anna Zimmermann, Cara Brumund, Luca Döninghaus, Gesa

Richter, Sebahat Bicici, Siobhan Kelly, Virginia Professione, Verwaltung Brixen, Chris

Carstens, Andrea Sanchez-Duran, Linjie Zhang, Dirk Vaihinger, Sara Cattoni, Janine

Biermann, Barbara Hasenmüller and team from the International Office of the University of

Bremen and all our proofreading heroines: Georga Dowling, Chloe Keegan, Yvonne Leckey,

Leslie-Ann Webster, Emer Byrden and Caitriona Kearns.
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DEVELOPING EMPATHY FOR DIVERSITY
THROUGH A NARRATIVE OF ACTIVISM

Paty Paliokosta and Nicola Ryan

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=375#oembed-1

Example Case

Becoming an activist as a result of teacher empowerment

“I got involved in the disability movement, not because I wanted to or because I felt it was all

I wanted to do, but because I thought, hang on, why have we got all these barriers, what’s

going on?”

This is an extract from the oral history interview (national archive- Fighting for our Rights)

with Ali Kashmiri (Kashmiri, 2017) who has been a campaigner and advocate for

independent living from a young age. Having joined Kingston Association of Disabled People

aged just 18, Ali has worked for a number of London Boroughs as an accessibility advisor.

Ali has fought hard for his rights to own a home and have a successful career, despite the

challenges of living with spinal muscular atrophy. His early experiences in school were

described as limiting and presenting various barriers to pursuing his dreams due to the

prejudice at the time against his physical disability. In the extract below we can see the

difficulties experienced because of a placement in a special school, but also the parental

struggle in working with various services, especially at the early stages of identifying Ali’s

condition and needs. Ali’s story illuminates how school and an engaging teacher can change

a person’s story throughout their lifespan by being empowering and having high expectations

for individuals, supporting them to reach their own full potential.

‘’I went to Bedelsford in Kingston, a special school. So I was there from 1981 until 1989.
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Q: So you started there once you’d moved to the borough?

A: Yeah. Q: What was your time there like? A: Mixed really, I think I was at the end of the special

school era, so the mentality of lots of protection, it wasn’t really about–, the focus wasn’t really

on education, it was more on welfare, so certainly I wasn’t stretched, I felt left out in lots of

ways, left behind. I felt that I had more but exactly what more meant at that time I don’t know,

what exactly what direction I wanted to go in or what I was going to do, and there was certainly

a vibe that I probably wouldn’t live beyond my school years, so therefore I wasn’t a child that

they wanted to invest in.

Q: If that’s okay, ‘cause can you explain the nature of your condition?

A: So I have spinal muscular atrophy which is a neurological impairment, that affects the

central nervous system, and ultimately muscle development and maintenance, so it’s quite–,

it’s a progressive impairment, but it’s slow. And to the naked eye it’s unnoticeable, the change,

but it’s so slow, and obviously it evolves over time, so that’s the crux of it.

Q: How old were you when you were first diagnosed?

A: 18 months.

Q: Oh right, okay, and how was it sort of presenting itself, do you know when you were first

diagnosed?

A: Well it was my mother actually that had a hunch, and but that hunch wasn’t quite good

enough for the medical profession, so she had quite a hard time, but then from my diagnosis

took place when I was 18 months old, after a long fight, long drawn out battle, and in fact my

mum was almost sectioned because of it, ‘cause she was insisting that something wasn’t

quite right, and she was disbelieved and, yeah, and obviously in those days. I mean I say those

days, I think it still happens now, in lots of–, perhaps it’s a variation on the behaviour and the

attitudes, but obviously it boils down to the same kind of challenge that people have, to get the

right sort of treatment, or acknowledgement or support even. So yeah, so she had a bit of a

tough time, but yeah, that’s it.

Q: And once you received that formal diagnosis, I assume that then support was offered, in

terms of sort of medical treatment?

A: Yeah, I mean I think, yeah, advances in–, I think it’s all relative to the time, I mean obviously

the treatment I got would have been better than a child that was born in the ‘50s say, and a

child that’s born in today’s era would be–, would receive better treatment than I had. But I

think a lot of it is about attitudes, it’s about a lot of the challenges we face are because of

preconceived sort of ideas and value judgements and is that what–, is that life worth keeping,

and having, is that person going to be of any value to society, or are they just going to be a

drain on society. So whatever the clinician is, whoever they are, I mean their energy, the vigour

that they put into their work, ultimately depends on their attitude.
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Q: Yeah, absolutely. And so in terms of your education at Bedelsford, what age were you when

you finished there? A: I was 16 and three quarters.

Q: And what qualifications had you achieved?

A: Well I was quite fortunate in the sense that in the last two years I was at school the school

appointed a new deputy head, and who happened to be the English teacher as well, and she

was from a mainstream school, mainstream school background, and she was definitely a no

nonsense type character, and if you like she raised the bar and she pushed those kids who

were capable to a different level. And I think I was one of them, so I came out with some low

grade GCSEs.

Q: And did you–, what did you then go onto do, did you go into employment? A: Well the

options that I was given was residential college, or working on a TV production line, television,

assembling TVs. Neither of which I wanted to do, and so I rejected every single suggestion

that came my way and I spent a year after school just finding out about the world, and that

meant, you know, often loitering in Kingston town centre and meeting up with friends and

watching films and just generally having a chilled out time. And I went to Pakistan for four

months, and then did a bit more finding out about what I wanted to do, and that’s when I

started to hit problems ‘cause I actually wanted to go into electronic engineering, and I didn’t

quite understand what that meant, but I knew that’s what I wanted to do, I wanted to do

something technical, where I could use my brain and I could make my own little inventions,

perhaps you know, I suppose I–, yeah, I was an ideas person, so I wanted to actually bring

some of those ideas alive. But then I started to hit barriers with colleges not wanting to take

me on and people started coming out with statements like, well you know, we can’t

accommodate you here and who’s going to help you go to the loo and it was all very basic stuff

and or you won’t be able to reach the workbenches, we haven’t got a low down desk, we

haven’t got a lift, or you’ll be a fire hazard, there were a whole host of barriers that actually

stifled my career. I mean maybe I wouldn’t have done anything with it, maybe it wouldn’t have

happened, but the very fact that I hit all those barriers to a young person that’s really quite

deflating.

Initial questions
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• How can we start conversations with our pupils about discourses surrounding

disability and difference in a diverse classroom?

• How can we support social justice in the curriculum?

• What could be the impact of such materials on certain age or particular cognitive

stages?

• How can teachers enable children to understand and develop a narrative of activism?

• What are the strategies that promote a pedagogy where narratives towards disability

(visible and hidden) support empathy while promoting strengths

• Can storytelling support empathy and the development of socially just curricula?

Introduction to Topic

In the context of this chapter, we will be approaching ways of inviting student teachers

to develop empathy towards diversity and supporting their pupils in a similar journey.

We will be drawing on previous interprofessional work in a faculty of Health, Social Care

and Education at an English university. Our rationale is that educational environments can

present established learning spaces to challenge assumptions and develop an appreciation

of human diversity. In these terms, the intention behind the work presented here and this

chapter, is to create conditions to enable both teachers and students to explore, in their

own world views, the meaning and value of diversity. In section 1, we will engage with

aspects of diversity in relation to disability and different approaches towards it over time to

develop a relational understanding of difference (What is) and in section 2 we will present

several types of opportunities, experiences and resources to support teachers in creating

opportunities for inclusivity in the classroom (What can we do). And more specifically, we

are heavily drawing on, but not exclusively, on Fighting for Our Rights project (FFR), which

was co-produced by students in nursing and education, teacher educators and nursing

educators in collaboration with a local charity for independent living. In section 3 we will

present relevant multi-modal pedagogies for promoting empathy to hopefully further inspire

and engage teachers to create their own resources.

This project helped make the disability rights movement (DRM) known to the local

community and beyond by creating a national archive, exhibitions and other resources

that followed. The full information about the project can be found on the relevant website

https://kcil.org.uk/FFOR/ as well as all the resources and lesson plans that stemmed from

working in this way can be found on ‘Schools’ Resource Pack – Fighting for Our Rights

(https://kcil.org.uk/FFOR/school-resources/) (Paliokosta, 2017). It created a permanent

historical record using oral history methodology and an education resource that related to

the period of political and cultural change between the 1960s and the 1990s in London. The
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information that was gathered by the participating nursing students who used oral history,

was then collated and used by student teachers to develop 13 cross-curricular lesson

plans (FFR1-13) addressed to primary school children in order to enhance their learning

and understanding about a disability. This was called a Disability Awareness Resource

(DAR) Package and it was award winning. It received the 2019 Commendation Award from

the Teacher Education Advancement Network (TEAN) in the UK for effective practice in

teacher education. The table below (Figure 1) gives an overview of the lesson plans that

were originally developed for primary school children near their transition to secondary

education. It was soon found that they can be applicable for different contexts.

Table 1: Fighting for Our Rights Disability Awareness Resource (DAR) lessons
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Lesson number [subject]
title Learning objectives

FFR 1 [Personal Health &
Social Education]:

Understanding Disability

· To understand different types of disabilities through experiential
learning and create ways to include all disabilities.

FFR 2 [English]: Developing
Empathy Skills

· Developing empathy skills, by a diary entry from the perspective
of disabled activist Ann Mcfarlane.

FFR 3 [Drama]: In the Shoes
of…

· To be able to understand Patricia Pages’ feelings through role
play, and present ideas on resolving the problems.

FFR 4 [Information
Computing Technology]:
Researching Disability &

Inclusion Campaigns using
the Internet

· We are learning about the campaigning for the rights of disabled
people. We are learning to research about different disability

campaigns using the internet.

FFR 5 [English] Writing a
Speech

· The groups will be planning a speech for their own campaign to
argue what needs to be implemented to make a place accessible.

FFR6 [Drama] Enacting a
Campaign

· Based on the campaigns the children have completed in their
English lesson, they will create a short drama piece to present to the
class in small groups of 5. Each group will need to demonstrate the

hardships and solutions that were outlined in the campaign.

FFR7 [Drama] Disability in
the Community

· To understand the barriers families with disability face in everyday
life.

FFR8 [History] Independent
Living Scheme and its

Importance in the
Community

· To explore how disability was seen in a selected era in local
community. To know about independent living scheme (KCIL) and its

importance to local community (Kingston). To show an understanding
of connections over time.

FFR9 [English] Writing a
Superhero Story with a

Disabled Character

· Through sharing different characters, problems and resolutions
with my group I will begin to create a superhero story with a physically

disabled character.

FFR10 (English] Exploring
the Ethos of Viewing

Mental Health

· To explore the ethos of viewing society’s view of mental health.
Explore appropriate ways of responding to someone’s life narrative

with mental health difficulties.

FFR11 [History] Comparing
Approaches to Mental

Health – Present & Past

· Comparing approaches to mental health from 18th century to now.

FFR12 [Art] Demonstrating
Inclusion

Awareness through and
Accessible School

Blueprint

· To demonstrate my awareness of inclusive approaches by
creating a blueprint of the school, which is accessible to individuals

with disabilities.

28 | DEVELOPING EMPATHY FOR DIVERSITY THROUGH A NARRATIVE OF ACTIVISM



FFR13 [PSHE] Building
Resilience

· To explore the similarities and differences between people and
discuss social and moral dilemmas they will face when dealing with
challenging situations and accommodate diversity in all its forms.

This and other similar resources are viewed as a tool that teachers could be using in

approaching those sensitive issues around disability. We aim in the context of this

discussion to raise awareness and support the development of empathy and inclusive

discourses in relation to a socially just relational education approach. Background on

certain perspectives and approaches on disability over time and a series of reflection

points, resources and recommendations will support this exploration.

Key aspects

Starting conversations with pupils about discourses surrounding disability
and difference in a diverse classroom. Some background.

What do teachers know about disability? It is important that teachers are confident to raise

their pupils’ awareness of disability and difference so they can in turn become advocates

of inclusive environments for them and their peers. In order to do that, teachers might

benefit from some understanding of the historical and current perspectives that have

attempted to explain disability and difference. We recognise there is a wide range of

disabilities and differences that we cannot cover adequately in this chapter. Conversely,

we are taking a broad view of the word that encompasses diverse physical, cognitive

and learning disabilities (visible and hidden) but also refers to the disabling nature of

historical stigmatising discourses, societal inequalities and continued injustices in society.

We acknowledge the limitation of the term ‘disabled’, as not all people who are described as

disabled choose to describe themselves this way, and there is complexity within disability

identities and communities.

It is important to consider how scientific and political discourses of disability shape

current global understandings of disability and how disability is conceptualised in

educational contexts. One example is the International Classification Framework (ICF) that

is World Health Organisation’s (WHO) framework for health and disability and constitutes

the conceptual basis for the definition, measurement and policy formulations for health and

disability. There are various applications of this framework, but the most important one

is as a planning and policy tool; ICF puts the notions of ‘health’ and ‘disability’ in a new

light. It acknowledges that disability is part of human nature universally and not something

that happens to only a minority. ‘ICF thus ‘mainstreams’ the experience of disability and

recognises it as a universal human experience’ (WHO, 2002, p3; 2018).

When having these conversations, educators need to consider that some of our students

will identify with some of the examples that we have discussed so far, but may also
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have disabilities themselves, which may be learning, physical, mental health or

neurodevelopmental conditions that intersect with race, culture, gender and sexual

orientation. Children or young people may have a family member that identifies with some

of the topics being discussed. It is important to think about how all of these intersect

and contribute to our understanding of the complexity of disability. In every interaction

about disability, we are consciously or subconsciously subscribing or operating at least,

under perceptions of disability. This means we are not operating in a vacuum, but we are

affected by several parameters and sociocultural perspectives. Perspectives and models

of disability have also stemmed from various religious, cultural, medical and social

perspectives that will be discussed further in the chapter.

Some theoretical perspectives around disability

A discussion around the models of disability would be a useful one, not in an in-depth

way but as an invitation to further research the understanding that we are not operating in

a vacuum. We are briefly presenting here some key approaches that have contributed to

our understanding of disability, in an attempt to situate your own thinking and developing

understanding:

• Erving Goffman’s (1963) work focused on the social stigma associated with disability

and how mainstream society often stigmatised and excluded from mainstream society

people with disabilities rather than their impairment itself.

• Mike Oliver (1983) was a well-known disability rights activist who developed the social

model of disability, which posits that disability is a result of the social and

environmental barriers that prevent full participation in society. Shakespeare continued

developing the social model of disability in relation to the intersection of disability

and social policy suggesting that it is society which disables people with impairments,

and therefore any meaningful solution must be directed at societal change rather than

individual adjustment and rehabilitation’ (Barnes, Mercer & Shakespeare 2010:163).

• Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecosystemic theory, conversely considered the various

systems that impact a person’s life in understanding disability.

• The identity model of disability (Mairs, 1986) emphasised the importance of valuing

diversity and recognizing disability as an integral part of an individual’s identity while

Titchkosky (2006) has focused on how our understanding of disability is shaped by

dominant cultural narratives and power structures.

• Hunt was a disability rights activist who contributed to the development of the human

rights model of disability, which emphasises the importance of equal rights and

opportunities for people with disabilities. In a famous letter to the Guardian newspaper

(1972), he maintained that disabled people with high needs were isolated in unsuitable

institutions without a voice and subject to authoritarian and often cruel regimes” (Hunt,

2019).
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• The medical model, that has been dominant for decades, attempts to explain disability

in relation to a deficit-led approach. The medical model sees the disabled person as the

problem and the solution can be found in them too. ‘We are to be adapted to fit into the

world as it is. If this is not possible, then we are shut away in some specialised institution

or isolated at home, where only our most basic needs are met.’ Such perspectives

stem from much older approaches; in the mid 1800s, for example, it was suggested

that disability was a ‘result of a defect or failure of a body system and was often

associated with a negative view of the person’ (Retief and Letsosa, 2018). Although

terminology such as ‘handicap’ was abolished as result of the 1981 Education Act,

negative terminology is still occasionally used either in ignorance or in a derogatory

way and it may be that some of your pupils are exposed to such unacceptable terms

through parents or through social media. At the same time the medical model can

be connected to the tragedy/charity model that sees disabled people as objects of

pity. The critique of the medical model and its negative impact on disabled people

by Richard Reiser has been significant for years in the development of resources and

activism towards a social model of disability. Relevant resources on the ‘Disability

History Month’ approach can be found in the reflection point below.

Thinking about language and discourse used to describe those with disabilities is hence

important as well as available theoretical perspectives, in order to gain a better

understanding of the historical context and origins of different ways to talk about disability.

‘The Disabled People’s Movement supports that the ‘cure’ to the problem of disability

lies in the restructuring of society. Unlike medically based ‘cures’, which focus on the

individual and their impairment, this is an achievable goal and to the benefit of everyone

(https://ukdhm.org/what-is-ukdhm/the-social-model/, accessed on 28.11.22, NP)

What about hidden disabilities?

It is important to consider how the above perspectives apply to hidden disabilities. Hidden

disabilities may not be immediately apparent or visible to others. ‘Hidden’ can mean

undisclosed, undiagnosed or misunderstood, not just the physical appearance of disability.

They can be physical, cognitive, or neurological difficulties that can impact a person’s ability

to navigate daily life and can be observed by a difference in behaviour. This can also apply

to those with mental health or neurodevelopmental conditions. All types of disability and

mental health needs might interact and affect the individual’s health and wellbeing.

Some explanations of hidden disabilities such as mental health disorders originate from

the medical model of disability and suggest that mental health symptoms are attributed

to a disease, a chemical imbalance attributed to physiochemical factors that needs to be

fixed, and therefore the person with a disability would assume a sick role needing the

help or treatment of professionals (Engel, 1977, Brown 2003). This supported medication

treatment or more invasive treatments that are nowadays debatable and that run several
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dangers in relation to the person’s functioning and personality traits, e.g., being physically

expressive or preferring to use non-verbal communications. Medication is certainly still

used today particularly when there is risk to self and others, or to support children focus

and learn, however there are also other psychologically oriented options for those children

and young people who need to develop coping strategies in the absence of medication, or

in parallel.

To combine these approaches the Biopsychosocial model (Engel 1977) addresses not

only the biomedical explanation but also psychological and social factors to explain mental

illness, as it was previously called, acknowledging that each person has their own thoughts,

feelings and behaviours. This brings more choice and options for treatment for emotional

and behavioural difficulties that can be adapted for a range of disabilities, for example

a range of talking therapies such as cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), family

psychotherapy and child psychotherapy. Although more information and knowledge is

available, there still exists stigma around having mental health difficulties. The Lancet

Commission (2022) was recently published as a result of experts’ call for radical global

action to end stigma and discrimination against people with mental health conditions, and

stated that this is often ‘worse than the condition itself’. The double stigma of having a

mental health difficulty and disability can also prevent those affected sharing their thoughts

and feelings or experiences.

Although the models of disability discussed above would be applicable for hidden

disabilities, cognitive load theory (Sweller, 1988) can also be very relevant and helpful; this

is a theory based on the understanding that people have a limited number of cognitive

resources that they can use at any given time. Hidden disabilities can increase a person’s

cognitive load, making it more difficult for them to complete tasks that require attention

and focus, something that is common for people who are neurodiverse. If we perceive

neurodiversity as a natural and valuable part of human diversity, we appreciate people with

autism, ADHD, and dyslexia, not necessarily as having a disorder, but a variation in human

neurology. There is no “fix” or cure for these conditions, but a need to understand and bridge

the differences. Understanding these theories can help us approach hidden disabilities with

more empathy and sensitivity, and work towards creating a more inclusive and accessible

society. The development of empathy has been acknowledged as paramount ‘for a greater

educational experience for students and teachers – including wellbeing, happiness and

academic excellence’ (Demetriou and Khalid, 2022). Reflecting on teachers’ own

experiences of mental health difficulties may help support children and young people to do

the same so this is normalised within the classroom setting. Children with mental health

difficulties may then feel safer to share their experiences in a non-stigmatizing environment.

This could also enable their peers to have some understanding of the challenges that those

with lived experience face.
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Hidden disabilities now and in the past

In this section we look more closely at hidden disabilities such as autism and ADHD and

the way they were aligned to particular beliefs of certain times and how understandings

and discourses have evolved over time; in the early 1900s autism was aligned with the

idea that a person was suffering from schizophrenia and experiencing hallucinations and

fantasising. Bleuler (1950) and psychologists including Piaget (1923 as cited in Evans

2023) used this meaning up until the 1950s and it was not until the 1960s and 1970s

that it was challenged to mean the opposite, a description of someone who fantasised

excessively to one who did not fantasise at all (Piaget 1972). Changes in diagnostic

methods from the 1960s to the 1980s meant that autism came to be wrongly associated

with ‘profound mental retardation and other developmental or physical disorders’ thereby

increasing the number of children who were considered to display autistic traits (Wing

and Potter 2002, as cited in Evans 2013). Parent advocacy was the driver of new ways

of thinking about disability and posed a direct challenge to established practice of

institutionalisation and led to the closing of institutions. Psychiatrist Michael Rutter’s

pioneering work on understanding autism in diagnostic terms along with Lorna Wing helped

us further understand the three main features of autism as child psychology and psychiatry

progressed by redefining the diagnostic criteria into areas of social communication, social

interaction and restricted and repetitive behaviours and interests, the first two categories

where late combined as part of the Diagnostic Statistical Manual (DSM).

Autism is more commonly referred to in mainstream school settings as autistic spectrum

disorder (ASD). If the condition is not acknowledged, children can often be labelled as ‘odd’

or ‘naughty’. If there is a hidden disability such as emotional or behavioural difficulties or

ADHD and the child is seen as having the same needs as their neurotypical peers, teachers’

expectations and reactions are affected by this. Where there is stigma or lack of knowledge

about hidden disabilities and where something cannot be seen, children and young people

that lack understanding of these difficulties can also have similar expectations which can

prevent them from knowing how to respond, approach or support their neurodiverse peers.

Children may often face double stigma in the context of mental health and neurodiversity.

Looking at another example of a hidden disability, ADHD, that had been described as early

as the 1700s and its journey began with Sir George Frederic Still in 1902 when some of

the behaviours that we recognise today were identified. Some examples of subcategories

of ADHD were identified such as inattentive and hyperactive impulsive (Lange et al 2010).

There are higher referral rates for assessment for boys than for girls who tend to be

diagnosed with inattentive subtype. It is also recognised that children can have a range

of co-occurring conditions that interact with each other (Steer 2021). However, similarly to

autism spectrum disorder, due to lack of professional understanding or existing diagnosis,

children can be labelled as naughty or challenging due to impulsive behaviour and their

struggle to keep still or focus in the same way as their peers. As this can distract others
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in the classroom it may promote a sense of irritation and intolerance by their peers, a

better understanding of why these behaviours occur can reduce blame and can lead to

better relationships. One strategy to counteract this, is to use successful role models with

either neurodiverse or mental health conditions when teaching to promote strengths over

deficits so that children and young people are aware of the successes and not focusing

on limitations; this will hopefully further breakdown barriers and stereotypes and reduce

stigmatisation.

What are some different cultural perspectives of disability?

There are different perspectives of disability according to different religions and western

and non-western cultures. There exist various different explanations i.e. disability as a

divine punishment or test of faith, a sign of spiritual enlightenment or a closer connection

to the divine, being possessed by evil spirits. In the global South Disability is referred to

as missing parts of the body and the inability to take part in activities in the household

and community. There are no definitions for neurodevelopmental conditions and family

structure and culturally relevant support are seen as an important part of care, something

known as the family model of disability (Bannink et al, 2022). Therefore, children from

different and non-western-centric cultural backgrounds would develop their understanding

of disability differently to how it is perceived in western society and this will mean that

their understanding of disability or beliefs held may be different to their peers in the

classroom. Various authors have highlighted the importance of taking into account local

culture context, economic and political factors when studying disability in the global South

(Bannink 2021). Teachers also need to consider that there is a variety of explanations and

beliefs held about disability within their classroom, asking questions about this may help

develop a shared understanding of these variances.

Intersectional approaches and identity

Another important parameter is the way different aspects of the individual multiple

identities and social categories intersect and overlap in the way a person experiences

life and is positioned socially. This is known as intersectionality (Crenshaw, 2020; Collins,

2021, Hooks, 1994). In the context of disability, intersectionality recognises that people

with disabilities may belong at the same time to other marginalised groups, adding to

their challenges and contributing to the possibility of inequalities, marginalisation and

discrimination. Examples of such intersections might be race and disability, gender and

disability, socioeconomic status and disability, sexual orientation and disability. Pickens

(2021) argues that this approach ‘relies on the interrelated nature of identity as formation

and lived experience’ and looked at how a disabled individual is defined by historical and

cultural concepts such as how disability is viewed in this context, what role the individual

has in the family and community is this a role that contributes to society, and how poverty
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and neo-colonialism are closely linked to the lived experiences. Pickens found that these

are all key to our understanding of disability in the global South. When we refer to Global

South we mean countries classified as low or middle income such as Asia, Africa, Oceana

, Latin America and the Caribbean. Price et al (2019) looked at the relationship between

identity-based victimisation and poor mental health and academic outcomes in

adolescents in the USA through an intersectional lens. They highlighted the importance

of how those who identify with multiple identities for example race, gender and sexual

orientation are more oppressed and the impact that this can have on mental health and

academic outcomes.

One might assume that a diagnosis of a neurodevelopmental condition such as autism or

ADHD should include supportive actions relevant to the child’s setting, but health promotion

and awareness should also be made culturally relevant, in order to be understood. For

example, definitions of disability may not relate to other countries within the African

subcontinent as understanding of disability may differ. In the context of intersectionality

in the UK there are also examples of different experiences of mental health services as a

black male living with psychosis as described by David Harwood (2022) in his book Maybe I

Don’t Belong Here. Bisi Alimi, a Nigerian Gay rights activist also talks about his experiences

of being black and gay in Nigeria and the issue of non-acceptance and criminalisation

https://www.bisialimifoundation.org/ . Developing empathy for human diversity, greater

cultural awareness and understanding should be part of the picture of learning.

Listening to diverse voices in the context of intersectionality

We need to reflect on the teaching and learning experiences of children who identify

with a disability, or are perceived as having multiple identities in the classroom, multiple

diagnoses or conditions or disabilities – as well as a unique and developing personal

sense of identity. Promoting self-advocacy, getting children engaged by using arts-based

approaches (Cologon et al,2019) which draws on critical pedagogy as an approach to

enable children to express their experiences of disability could be a way forward. Listening

to children has been shown to support upholding children’s rights and deepen adult

understandings of children’s experiences, but also to enhance educational approaches and

experiences and support greater child agency (Nutbrown and Clough, 2009; Paige-Smith

and Rix, 2011). Children have a right to continue to communicate using diverse tools beyond

the early years, where methods such as the MOSAIC approach (Clark and Moss, 2005)

have been successfully used. Tuffrey-Wijne and Butler (2010) take voice to another level,

claiming and proving the value and feasibility of co-researching with disabled people, as

it would be unethical to exclude people who experience disability from research that may

otherwise provide invaluable insight and facilitate understanding of lived experience (Lam

et al (2021).

It is therefore important to develop the discourse around disability early on to then follow
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this up with more age-appropriate conversations as children develop. When thinking about

how this translates to delivering a teaching session, it is important to find out what pupils

already know and compare this to our understanding from literature and research as well

as lived experience. Cologon et al (2019) explored how the perspectives of children can be

facilitated through the use of arts-based approaches in research and found that creating a

safe and supportive space for children to make meaning is a useful approach to share their

feelings and thoughts about inclusion, exclusion, or any other life experience they choose to

convey. Another way of managing provision before discussing sensitive subjects could be

to use pre-teaching sessions or coaching to handle potentially sensitive topics that they feel

are quite personal to them. Such topic discussion may trigger uncomfortable emotions that

may be difficult to manage within the classroom and having a plan in place may reassure or

reduce associated anxiety. This is something that will be further explored through education

approaches presented below.

How to raise awareness of disability

Keeping all the above in mind, it would be worthwhile presenting some examples of how

we work with different groups in terms of enabling this kind of awareness building. There

are different responses to diversity by different age groups; younger children tend to be

more accepting and responsive to difference and the longer they are in education and

in institutionally constrained environments they begin to develop negative attitudes. As it

has been mentioned several times in this chapter, in line with social constructivism, social

phenomena, such as disability are not universal realities, but defined by societal attitudes,

policies and practices (Blumer, 1969). And this is what we have to sometimes undo, as

educators, as the children grow older.

As educators, we need to appreciate for ourselves and also make children aware that

there are different contexts and themes in relation to learning environments, and particular

limitations that actually make certain differences perform and look like what we call

‘disability’. The socially constructed element of disability and institutional and contextual

parameters that affect the way nuances around disability are communicated need to be

taken into consideration in relation to the way we approach these issues with children

and young people of different ages and developmental stages. This term is in many ways

problematic as it can carry negative connotations and stigmatisation. Terms like diverse

abilities, access needs and person-first language are key at challenging existing stereotypes

and putting the person before their difference or disability. All the above needs to be

considered within an intersectional lens, acknowledging that people who come from all

walks of life, have different experiences and perceptions of their own identity and the

identity of others.
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How to promote social justice in the curriculum

‘Social justice describes a belief, action, or movement, that aims to address social

inequalities by re-distribution or creation of resources, policies, opportunities, or privileges,

to achieve fairer societies. This is because individual people and some groups may suffer

systemic, attitudinal, and physical barriers to equality because of their personal

circumstances and visible characteristics. In educational contexts, social justice could mean

designing, developing, or delivering education so that teaching and learning has a positive

impact on students, communities, and societies by reducing inequalities or disadvantage,

or by improving outcomes for groups that have traditionally been excluded or undervalued’

(Paliokosta et al, 2022: p.14).

Although it is well-received that educational institutions nowadays tend to have a more

inclusive agenda and make more explicit references to the reasonable adjustments duty

(Equality Act, 2010) and the Convention for the rights of disabled children (2006), there are

still gaps in the curriculum in terms of how we address particular issues connecting to the

awareness of social issues, and particularly those related to disability. In line with Paulo

Freire’s (1993) stance, content, pedagogy and resources that address issues of equity,

diversity and inclusion can counteract the aforementioned dominant, socially constructed

narratives and power structures that can marginalise and oppress those who are more

vulnerable and generate social change.

DAR lesson plans are based on the principle of connecting learning to real life issues and

engaging with narratives coming from the community in relation to disability.

Several ‘hands on’ lesson plans are included in the resource, as shown on table one

(p.3). For example, children are asked to define disability and to talk about what it means

to be disabled and the impact, as a baseline to understanding. They then experience this

in the lesson using a creative and sensory approach; this can be an effective way to

engage learners in understanding the different contexts and themes in relation to learning

environment limitations, while incorporating diverse perspectives. Another lesson plan is

guiding children in enacting a campaign, helping them develop criticality, challenge

dominant narratives and engage in debates. Another one is comparing approaches to

mental health over time and asking children to understand what is happening now in

relation to well-being and mental health? What were institutions of the past and of today

and what kind of systemic inequalities existed and persist today? In another lesson plan,

children are encouraged to create an accessible school blueprint, rather than having a

specialist doing it, taking ownership of a real-world project that affects them and their

peers.

So, opening all these discussions really practically is encouraging a good rapport, positive

and trusting relationships and self-awareness because the children would bring their own

narrative in, but also using this as a starting point, because we know how difficult it can be

to talk about these things and have the appropriate language repertoire to do this. One way
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to address this difficulty is by starting with the narratives of the others, those activists that

are talking about their lives as a tool to open these discussions and approach the topics

in a deeper way. And then this sharing of stories develops some knowledge and readiness

for those in the receiving end to relate, enabling in turn an empathetic relational approach

ref to be added. Children, young people, and teachers can reflect on how much things have

moved on or see that at times some of the things remain the same, although you would

have expected more progress.

How to capture the impact of such materials on different groups

It is important to consider the age group that teachers are working with for example,

children or adolescents and within that group the developmental level they are operating

under. Children and young people have access to information from various sources, and

increasingly so through the internet and may access discriminatory material that includes

hate-discourse towards vulnerable groups. Therefore, providing valid and accurate

information and resources is important for achieving the learning outcomes that we have

developed, for example using oral histories mentioned previously in this chapter will enable

children and young people to hear first-hand about people’s struggles, how they have

experienced discrimination and how they have fought for their rights is invaluable. It is

also important to help young people have some understanding of what they are hearing

and interact with the resources. Using a co-production approach, we can enable children

to deconstruct the narratives in an appropriate and relevant level to their age and

development. This can be achieved by asking questions like ‘what was your understanding

of X’s story, what difficulties do they have and what challenges did they face, what helped

them overcome those challenges.’ We also need to consider as mentioned earlier that some

of these children and young people may identify with some of the challenges that are being

discussed; it is therefore useful to think about how the child can be supported beforehand

and following the lesson by suggesting some reasonable adjustments that can be put

in place. An adaptation of the resources for children with severe and profound learning

disabilities have been created and more material are under development.

The role of empathy in relational learning

Co-production operates successfully and meaningfully when you know who you’re working

with; in its context we are adapting a relational conceptualization of empathy that is

essentially an other-oriented experience, rather than self-referential. ‘It is through empathy

that people connect with the other’s experiential world and experience foreign

consciousness’ (Stein, 1964 in Van Dijke et al., 2020). Although empathy can be looked at

through so many different lenses, here it refers to the understanding of the other person’s

positionality, the co-creation of some kind of collective narrative in the context of relational

pedagogy. This links to Paolo Freire’s (1998) development of critical awareness of social
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reality through reflection and action. So, it is about understanding of where we stand, what

are the subconscious processes operating, especially in younger groups. But it’s important

as a teacher to know why you’re making certain choices. And again, aligned with Paolo

Frere it is about this co-creation of knowledge by learners and teachers together in the

context of their own lives and then in the context of the curriculum, and reflecting on other

people’s lives at different spaces and different times. It is pertinent to draw on social,

political, gender and other personal perspectives that people develop while accessing those

narratives. Exposure to activities that promote empathy has been found to help increase

emotional awareness, while demonstrating signs of increased self-compassion and self-

esteem. Children were more likely to find commonality with others and displayed a desire

to care for and connect with others.’ Resources can be found here during annual empathy

week Empathy Week 2024 | Build the #EmpathyGeneration (empathy-week.com) NP, 2023).

And then we are trying to use storytelling to connect the views with a learning process,

in the context of critical pedagogy (Giroux, 2011). So there is a range of theories that

teachers can be engaging in their journeys. Feminist pedagogy (Crawley, Lewis, & Mayberry,

2008; Shrewsbury, 1997) also represents the struggle, the people who did not traditionally

have voice within certain environments and within institutions, or within schools. According

to Althusser (1971), schools are institutions of coercion and control and one needs to

unpick these and see how they can become something more collective, more inclusive and

encouraging via this interaction, promoting transformative learning experiences (Mezirow,

Taylor & Associates, 2009) in the context of relational learning (Doane, Hartrick-Doane and

Varcoe, 2020).

How can teachers enable children to understand and develop a narrative of
activism?

Following on from the reference to a transformational dimension of educational

experiences, it is important to frame and understand activism in the context of education.

Activism means the use of direct and public methods to try to bring about changes that

a person or group wants, especially social and political changes. Different definitions and

perspectives of activism exist, but in general it refers to: recognising a felt need or desire

for change, or reversal or prevention of a change made by others, such as a change in the

law, which motivates a person or group to take action; putting what people need or want into

words and action; formulating ideas or a vision for change about how such change might be

achieved; and taking action or engaging in activities to raise awareness and make change

happen (Paliokosta et al, 2022).

In teaching and learning, it means that educators and learners engage with lived

experiences or life stories from local people, or experienced communities, to understand

social justice in action. Their engagement creates a shared or collective understanding

about a particular story of activism in a particular context and can help teachers to become
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activist professionals (Sachs, 2000 in Paliokosta et al, 2022). Through the development of

teaching resources and learning spaces, a narrative of activism brings historical, political,

theoretical, and personal experiences into education and training. Children can be

supported to understand the concept by identifying issues they care about and reflect on

the impact on individuals and communities. This engagement brings agency and motives

into educational spaces so that teachers and pupils might activate change (Giddens, 2009

in Paliokosta et al, 2022). This is something that can expand beyond the walls of the school,

into the family and community.

The resource discussed above tried to make social history relevant to now using

transformational ideology for education in the context of these resources that refer to

transformative events of the past, but people may not be aware of or may not choose to

discuss. In that context, by using those narratives we hopefully create an emancipatory

approach to disability and inclusion. Teachers and children are learning together about

activism and can engage in various forms of peaceful activism. We acknowledge that the

thought of causing disruption may be uncomfortable or seem inappropriate for someone

who is in education. What needs to be explained in this context is that peaceful disruption

may be necessary for challenging assumptions, questioning practices, questioning the

status quo. Through other people’s activism (found in the resource) one can gradually and

safely engage with this approach and start reflecting on other possibilities and small things

we can do to challenge the status quo, maybe in the school, in the class, in order to improve

inclusivity for all.

At the same time, it is about looking at the person within their own social structures,

but also beyond that and trying to create an environment that is going to perceive ways

of change and apply them, taking into consideration intersectional perspectives of age,

ethnicity, culture, because if you look at disability in its own right, it is just a characteristic

that can feature in many people. In the context of this work, it is anticipated that the

participant teacher is engaging with the resources, takes an abstract notion of concepts

and co-creates resources for their children, and then they can modify them with them. And

the outcome is to promote social change.

Promoting empathy through a multi-modal pedagogy

When we are thinking of an ‘All means All’ approach, multi-modality, namely using multiple

modes of communication, is key in promoting a welcoming environment for all.

Storytelling and story making

Storytelling and story-making is an acknowledged tool used with children who have English

as an additional language, where children are trying to make sense of the self. Storytelling

can address social inclusion, cultural intelligence, and intersectionality in education
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(Sinkfield-Morey, 2018) as it supports self-expression, creation, and imagination beyond

institutions to engage traditionally excluded groups and communities in education

(Paliokosta and Kostidakis, 2019). Storytelling and story making with children (co-

production) really supports getting to an intersectional understanding of self and identity.

It is important to note that storytelling is looked at from a relational perspective in this

context. A relational framework (Doane and Varcoe, 2007) can be used to approach the

different types of such learning found in stories and the way we have been using them

with children. There are three dimensions of relatedness: the story and characters; the

processes of storytelling; other people participating in the storytelling.

So every child can look at a story from a different level and make connections with

aspects of it, whether it is disability, ethnicity, other aspects of their identity they may be

discovering and exploring. Some may be connecting to the process of storytelling, and they

may be connecting with other participants in its context; this demonstrates the need for

certain skills that are enabled for the child when they are becoming part of the story and

then relating to the other people that are in this storytelling process and engage to their

own level. There is no expectation, right or wrong, but it is a rather engaging process that

hopefully enables children and their teachers to develop some empathy together within this

relational process.

Story-telling and drama

Using storytelling and drama is a way to promote empathetic and relational pedagogies.

It can be a powerful educational tool to promote diversity and foster inclusivity. ‘Through

storytelling you are able to open up and facilitate a space for navigating uncertainty’ (Nash-

Patel. 2022:4). However, storytelling remains a hidden part of the curriculum (Attenborough

and Abbott, 2020) and there is a need to equip teachers and other professionals (like

nurses) who meet children with effective techniques (Haigh and Hardy, 2011) that are

relevant to their specific learning goals, but also enable better rapport with children (Eraut,

1994; 2004). Narrative enhanced pedagogy uses storytelling to motivate thinking,

interpretation and learning (Diekelmann and Diekelmann, 2009 in Nash-Patel et al, 2022)

and it is in line with Freire’s (1988) critical pedagogy that intended to empower those who

were marginalised. Narrative pedagogy focuses on sharing personal stories in the context

of the learning process and seeks to co-create knowledge through a combination of voices

in a collaborative learning environment (Daniels and Downes, 2016).

One such example is the inter-professional Heritage2Health pilot Virtual Arts and Drama

Programme that addressed gaps in the curriculum for teaching and practice around

disability of other professionals (nursing) who come into contact with children and is linked

to barriers to healthcare for those with learning disabilities and student nurses’ anxiety and

fears of working with this client group. Students worked with young people with intellectual

disabilities, parents and teachers using a ‘Story Aid’ approach which helped them self-
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reflect as people and their social reality, examining their attitudes and belief systems while

learning skills to work with those who have intellectual disabilities. The storytelling space

gives a place for active witnessing of self-identity formation of both the teacher and the child

(McAdams, 2008). Using a story called Ubuntu the Lion with the long, long mane (Nash-

Patel, 2021), the Zulu Ubuntu philosophy comes to life, promoting an idea of humanity

coming together. Using visual arts and sensory approaches to get the student nurses to

work with the teachers, the young people and parents self-reflect on issues of identity; for

example who am I as a human, the professional self and how that relates to me being a

professional when working with those who have disabilities. (Nash-Patel et al 2022). ‘I am

because we are’ is an underpinning concept in the Ubuntu philosophy.

Examples of visual communication in an accessible way

Journaling

The online and face-to-face drama sessions mentioned above were co-facilitated by a

socially engaged artist; a socially engaged artist produces community and group

representation through participatory activities with groups whose voice may not be heard

(Cleveland, 2011) aiming at affecting the public sphere meaningfully (Helguera, 2011). They

used visual representation through a journaling approach to depict learners’ participation

in the online sessions. In the context of the journaling process, both teacher educators,

nursing educators and children and their parents would write notes about the experience,

about the story, about the process, about the character or about each other. This was then

represented visually in what looked like a powerful interactive piece of art. There are a lot

of benefits in the journaling process, such as increased self-awareness, enhanced creativity

and improvement of communication skills. In this context processing of difficult feelings

towards the story were approached and attempted to be made sense of.

Visual Installation

This artist is also known for another type of visual representation entitled ‘Refugees

Crossing’ http://www.bernodonoghue.com/refugees-crossing. Refugees Crossing is an

interactive art project which invites members of the public to raise awareness of the real

issues refugees face by placing fact filled paper boats in public places. It was started

in August 2015. The messages have been translated into six languages and over 9,000

boats have been posted across the world. Since September 2015, the project has developed

collaborative work with schools and colleges to encourage children and young adults to

consider the plight of refugees and engage in an open discussion about migration.

Children have been engaged by creating a boat that they labelled with names or roles of

people that had passed, such as son, daughter, sister, brother; such kinaesthetic methods

can be applied to all sorts of different scenarios and ways of working with children to
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make sense of topics that might otherwise be difficult to approach. The effect of saying

50,000 people died during crossing and actually visualising 50,000 boats representing them,

is very different; there is an activism element in this process, as people who make them

empathise with the dead during the process and then communicated this cognitively and

emotionally by putting the boats on public spaces, such as the tube, a school door, on

the pavement, etc. The children would do the same, put them in all sorts of different

spaces so that people were becoming aware of this tragic and unacceptable issue that

they may have otherwise heard without focusing on it. Similarly, this method can be used

for a local issue, for example the exclusion of a friend because they are different or the

bullying they may have been receiving by other children due to their difference. So hopefully

that empathetic approach creates the ability to think through the other person’s shoes and

actually understand the story, understand their narrative and relate it to themselves.

Final words

We hope that this chapter gives trainee teachers and any teacher access to some historical

representations around disabilities (visible and hidden) in the attempt to be informed when

deconstructing old and new discourses. We have provided material and resources to

support empathy development and a narrative of activism in the context of social justice

that will hopefully support positive change in schools for those with disabilities and beyond.

There is a wide range of opportunities for learning from FFR DAR to be used to enhance

culturally-responsive learning and place-based learning through incorporating local voices

and life experience narratives into curricula. If you are a teacher that would wish to develop

these further, we would love to work together. In the meantime please find some reflection

points and questions below with some resources to help you engage with the relevant

sections of the chapter.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=375#h5p-21

Closing questions to discuss or tasks
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• Reflection Point: Section Starting conversations with pupils about discourses
surrounding disability and difference in a diverse classroom. Some
background.

A definition of disability is useful here. Have you attempted to discuss this with your

pupils? Is there a common understanding and language in relation to this?

Resource: FFR1 Understanding Disability

https://kcil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/FFR1_PSHE_Understanding-

Disability-1.pdf

invites children to understand different types of disabilities through experiential

learning and create ways to include all disabilities.

• Reflection point: Starting conversations with pupils about discourses surrounding

disability and difference in a diverse classroom. Some background.

1. It is important as a teacher to not only use reflective practice but to support

children and young people to do the same, therefore how do we:

-reflect on our understanding of disability and how this impacts on our own

perspectives and attitudes.

-support children and young people to reflect on their own viewpoints of disability to

engage in discussions that are inclusive and respectful of others.

Resource:

Look at the Gibbs Reflection Model (1988) as a framework to gain an understanding of

your own experiences and attitudes towards disability in order to help children do the

same. Here you can find models of reflection including the Gibbs Reflection Model.

Reflective Writing – Models of Reflection and Reflective Practice | London (hee.nhs.uk

2. What about children with lived experience of disabilities or being a carer for

a family member with disabilities. How do we support them to offer valuable

insights to their experience?

Resource:

FFR2 Developing Empathy Skills https://kcil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/

FFR2_English_Developing-Empathy.pdf

invites teachers and children to develop and demonstrate empathy skills, by creating a

diary entry from the perspective of a pioneering disabled activist.

• Reflection point: Some theoretical perspectives around disability.Thinking about

support for disabilities that currently exists could encourage a discussion about which
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model this originates from. For example, is the school accessible for everyone with

diverse physical abilities? Are there ramps etc in the building or lift access for those

who can’t easily access buildings of different floors?Resource:FFR 12 Demonstrating

inclusion awareness through an accessible school blueprinthttps://kcil.org.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2023/01/FFR12_Art_Demonstrating-Inclusion-Awareness.pdf invites

children to demonstrate their awareness of inclusive approaches by creating a blueprint

(e.g., a map drawing that shows an ideal layout) of the school, which is accessible

to individuals with disabilities.2.Teachers can familiarise themselves with some

background material on the social versus medical model of disability here:

https://ukdhm.org/what-is-ukdhm/the-social-model/ in the Disability History Month

resource:https://ukdhm.org/.

• Reflection point: What about hidden disabilities?Thinking about your own teaching

environment, how do you as a teacher view those with hidden disabilities? What models

of disability do you operate under?Resources:1.FFR11_History_Approaches-past-and-

present.pdf invites children to compare approaches to mental health from the 18th

century to now.2.Animation and teacher toolkit to start conversations about mental

health in primary schools:Teacher resource for mental health Teacher resource for

mental health .Here you can also find a mental health jargon buster approved by young

people using this link jargon-buster to further understand terminology used in child and

adolescent mental health.

• Reflection point: Hidden disabilities now and in the past. Do disabilities that are hidden

(e.g., undisclosed, undiagnosed, not-visible) affect how you respond to behaviours

when compared to those who have physical disabilities? Are your expectations

different?Neurodiversity may have physical expressions but it may be categorised as

‘hidden’ if teachers lack the understanding to pick up on them e.g., subtle changes in

behavioural responses or communication such as repetitive speech.Would this also

apply to other children in the class in relation to how they respond to their

peers?Resource:FFR10 Exploring the ethos of viewing mental healthhttps://kcil.org.uk/

wp-content/uploads/2023/01/FFR10_English_Exploring-mental-health.pdf invites

children to explore the ethos of viewing society’s view of mental health and appropriate

ways of responding to someone’s life narrative with mental health difficulties.

• Reflection point: Hidden disabilities now and in the past. We need to consider who

we have in the classroom in terms of diversity and the impact of discussing this

subject matter.What is the preferred terminology around disabilities and what may

be considered offensive to those with disabilities?Resource:FFR7 Disability in the

Communityhttps://kcil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/FFR7_PSHE_Disability-in-

the-Community.pdf invites children to understand the barriers families with disabilities

face in everyday life.
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• Reflection Point: Story-telling and drama.Resources:You can find more about the

StoryAid project here:https://journals.healio.com/doi/epdf/10.3928/

01484834-20220912-12You can engage with ways of using the Ubuntu story

here:https://kingstonuniversity.padlet.org/KU43435/ubuntu-the-lion-with-the-long-long-

mane-by-theresa-nash-pate-maj1v9pcfl023yru
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THE ROLE OF VALUES IN INCLUSIVE
EDUCATION

Lydia Murphy; Mahvand Sahranavard Espily; Petra Auer; and Tommaso Santilli

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=659#oembed-1

Example Case

“Now I know that it is very important to me to make friends and to care for nature. Having

friends is what counts in life. It is not important to me at all to be rich and powerful or to be

like the others. If we are all equal, what kind of life would that be?” I stand about three metres

in front of him trying to suppress the reflex to rub my eyes as well as the urgent need to ask

the person next to me for a quick pinch. Instead, I just stand there, grinning from ear to ear and

cannot believe it. The person next to me is an experienced middle-aged primary school

teacher, also smiling broadly, perhaps not quite as exaggeratedly broadly as I do. Him – that is

a nine-year-old fourth grader talking about what is important to him in life (cf. Auer, 2021, p. 1).

And when we talk or think about what is important to us in life, we talk and think about values.”

cf. Schwarz, 2012

Initial questions
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In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What are values?

2. Why do values play a role in inclusion/inclusive education?

3. Where do I find values in the school context?

4. How can I work with values to foster inclusion?

Introduction to Topic

As the example case above illustrates, values reflect what matters to us, what we find

important, and can also help answer the question of who we are. In this case, the fourth

grader seems to place high value on friendship, caring for nature, and appreciating diversity.

Based on this information, and drawing from a broad definition, (Ainscow, 1991; 1997;

Ainscow et al., 2013; UNESCO, 1990, 1994) we could argue that inclusion is his cup of tea1.

When it comes to inclusion and, more precisely, inclusive education, scholars have written

more specifically about the concept of inclusive values (e.g., Ainscow et al., 2006; EADSNE,

2012; Booth & Ainscow, 2016; Väyrynen & Paksuniemi, 2018; Ianes et al., 2024). These

scholars contend that values provide the foundation for developing inclusive education

systems, and for successfully implementing inclusion from theory to practice. However,

it is evident that, despite discussing values, these scholars often refer to different

interpretations of the term. Therefore, in this chapter, we will explore in more detail why

and how values play (and should play) a role in inclusive education, where they appear, and

how we can work with them on a practical level. We will initially define what values are and

propose a theoretical model, currently the most frequently cited across different research

disciplines, but having its origin in social psychology. So, make yourself a cup of tea (or

coffee) and let us venture into this topic …

Key aspects

What are values?

Values, as a central concept of social science, play an important role in many different

1. The idiom “(not) my cup of tea” means something that a person likes or dislikes. In its positive form it is often used to

describe personal preferences, especially for activities, hobbies, or topics someone finds appealing. In its negative form

it is a casual way to say something isn’t to one’s liking or interest, often used to politely show a lack of enthusiasm or to

decline.

THE ROLE OF VALUES IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION | 53



disciplines (e.g., sociology, psychology, anthropology) (Schwartz, 2006). However, since

different academic fields have employed the concept of values, numerous understandings

of the construct have co-existed over the last few decades. An agreement on what these

values are, what constitutes them, what they contain and how they are structured, has been

absent for some time (Schwartz, 2012). What do we mean when we talk about values? What

do we refer to?

The Basic Human Values Theory

In 1992, the sociopsychologist and cross-cultural researcher Shalom H. Schwartz published

an article introducing a theory of basic human values by identifying the common features

from previous definitions and approaches (Davidov et al., 2008). In addition to other

scholars, his theory was predominately based on the work of Milton Rokeach, whose work

has mostly been shaped by the understanding of values in empirical science (Frey, 2016).

Within his theory Schwartz (1992, 1994) defines values as “[…] trans-situational criteria or

goals […], ordered by importance as guiding principles in life” (Schwartz, 1999, p. 25). To

put it more simply, values give an answer to the questions “What is important to me? What

goals do I strive for? What are the guiding principles of my life?” (Döring & Cieciuch, 2018,

p. 17). As such, values are therefore part of the self-concept (Hitlin, 2003; Vecchione et al.,

2016), in response to? who I am (Döring & Cieciuch, 2018).

Part of Schwartz’s work consisted of the categorisation of values. But what did he

do exactly? He collected countless words that people around the world, and in different

languages, that were used to refer to values (i.e., specific values) and summarised them

into 10 types of values based on their underlying motivational goals (see Table 1). These

10 value types are common to every human being all over the world, in other words, they

are universal. Nevertheless, persons or groups of persons (i.e., cultures, societal groups,

school classes) can prioritise them differently, which leads to contrasting value priorities

or hierarchies (Schwartz, 2012). Hence, individuals share the same set of values within?

a universal structure, but individuals or groups differ according to which values are more

important to them and which ones are not.

Table 1: Value types, their underlying motivational goal and examples of specific values
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Value type Motivational goal Specific value

Power (PO) Social status and prestige, control or dominance
over people and resources

Social power, authority,
wealth

Achievement
(AC)

Personal success through demonstrating
competence according to social standards

Successful, capable,
ambitious

Hedonism
(HE) Pleasure and sensuous gratification for oneself Pleasure, enjoying life

Stimulation
(ST) Excitement, novelty, and challenge in life Daring, varied life, exciting

life

Self-direction
(SD)

Independent thought and action—choosing, creating,
exploring Creativity, curious, freedom

Universalism
(UN)

Understanding, appreciation, tolerance, and
protection for the welfare of all people and for nature

Broad-minded, social justice,
equality, protecting the

environment

Benevolence
(BE)

Preservation and enhancement of the welfare of
people with whom one is in frequent personal

contact
Helpful, honest, forgiving

Tradition
(TR)

Respect, commitment, and acceptance of the
customs and ideas that traditional culture or religion

provide for the self

Humble, devout, accepting
my portion in life

Conformity
(CO)

Restraint of actions, inclinations, and impulses likely
to upset or harm others and violate social

expectations or norms

Politeness, obedient,
honoring parents and elders

Security (SE) Safety, harmony, and stability of society, of
relationships, and, of the self

National security, social
order, clean

Source: Adapted from Schwartz, 1994, p. 22

THE ROLE OF VALUES IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION | 55



Brief digression: Short digression: Power? Really? Power over others? Some readers may question
the use of certain terms or feel that the perspectives presented seem one-sided. For example, in the

chapter Participation of children and youth in learning and community development, alternative
forms of power are discussed, one of which is “power with.” This form of power is elsewhere defined

as “having to do with finding common ground among different interests and building collective
strength. Based on mutual support, solidarity, and collaboration, power with multiplies individual

talents and knowledge. Power with can help build bridges across different interests to transform or
reduce social conflict and promote equitable relations” (VeneKlasen & Miller, 2002, p. 45). According
to Schwartz’s systematisation of values – categorised by their underlying motivational goals – this

concept of “power with” aligns more closely with the value type of universalism. This variation in the
interpretation of “power” reflects how the meaning of certain terms can differ based on the
theoretical framework in use. In their foundational work, Schwartz and Bilsky (1987), both

psychologists, identified universal demands that all individuals and societies face: biological needs,
requirements for social interaction, and group necessities for survival and welfare. They proposed
that values are “cognitive representations” of these universal demands (Schwartz & Bilsky, 1987, p.

551). In contrast, VeneKlasen and Miller (2002) examine power from a political perspective,
identifying various forms or expressions of power. Thus, while both groups discuss power, the

concept differs depending on the underlying framework. This distinction can arise not only from
disciplinary differences but also from the use of English as a lingua franca in research. In

cross-cultural or international studies, terms translated into English can sometimes lose their
original nuance, as D’Alessio and Cowan (2013) noted in their work on inclusion and special needs.
So, if you find yourself wondering, “Power?” or perhaps even “Universalism?” or “Hedonism?” it may
be because these terms have varying definitions. However, within Schwartz’s framework, each value

type is defined by its underlying motivational goal and the examples of specific values associated
with it.

The Circular Structure of Values

The ten value types are related to one another in that they can harmonise or conflict with

each other (Davidov et al., 2008). That is, the value of benevolence, for example, conflicts

with the achievement of power values like social power, however, it is incompatible with

universalism values like social justice. The dynamic relationships between all of the value

types are portrayed graphically in the circular structure of Schwartz’s value system (Schmidt

et al., 2007) as shown in Figure 1. Values lying next to each other are in harmony, e.g.,

actions motivated by them are compatible with each other, whereas those on the opposite

side are in conflict, e.g., actions based on these values are rarely combined.

Figure 1: Theoretical circular model of dynamic relations among the 10 value types
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Source: Adapted from Döring & Knafo-Noam, 2019 and according to Schwartz, 1992,

1994

Example: Let us try to make this more concrete. Imagine you are in a group hiking up a mountain
together. You are walking uphill. One group member struggles, others are fine, and a small group

almost runs up the hill. If it is important to you to take care of the people close to you, you will
probably stay with the struggling person and try to help them get to the top of the mountain. This
benevolence value would be compatible with universalism values, highlighting the importance of
reaching the summit where no one is left behind. However, this conflicts with achievement values

which may be important to you, and which showcase your capabilities. In this case, you would
probably try to catch up with those who run up the hill, in order to demonstrate your ability to reach

the top of the mountain. If you are a person who gives importance to both values, you might become
aware of the competing nature and struggle to decide which action to take. Is it more important to

me to stay with the slower group member or try to catch up with the others?

This situation is one of the rare occasions when the impact of values on decision taking

THE ROLE OF VALUES IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION | 57



becomes conscious: in other words, there is a need to decide between two cherished,

but equally, conflicting, values (Schwartz, 2012). For many, values unconsciously direct

our everyday decisions and actions. The example above also reveals the importance of

conflicting values. For instance, I can value benevolence, and at the same time, I can cherish

achievement, i.e., being successful and ambitious. Furthermore, within a group, people

may prioritise differing values, as the case above represents. Nevertheless, having different

value priorities that guide us can be fruitful, and must not be a cause for conflict. A group

can be more successful when there are explorers (self-direction), those who help others

(benevolence) and also leaders (power) and those who take care of nature (universalism; cf.

Döring & Noam-Knafo, 2019). As Schwartz (2012) argues, the pursuit of certain values can

have negative consequences, such as when power values may be important for some, or

when social relationships are harmed or someone is taken advantage of. On the other hand,

inherent in power values is the motivation to work for the interest of a group. Consequently,

values alone cannot be defined as “good” or “bad”, but their meaning and value is crucial for

the functioning of societies (cf. Döring & Noam-Knafo, 2019).
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Adding complexity: Figure 1 shows a simplified version of the circular model. According to Schwartz
(2012), values form a continuum of related motivations which gives rise to a circular structure. The

ten value types (according to their competing nature) can be combined to four higher order values by
organising them into two bipolar dimensions (see Figure 2). The value type hedonism cannot be
related explicitly to one higher order value, but is attributed to two of them. The value types can
further be classified based on the interest of attaining values (i.e., some value types focus on

personal interests while others focus on social interests) or are dependent on the role of anxiety (i.e.,
some values are based on anxiety and others are free of anxiety) opening up a further two bipolar

dimensions. All of these possible classifications are dynamic principles leading to the dynamic
structure of value relations.

Figure 2. Dynamic principles of the structure of values

Source: Adapted from Schwartz, 2012, p. 13; Döring & Cieciuch, 2018, p. 27
The motivational continuum not only creates the circular structure but it also turns the value

system into an integrated one, where all the values can be considered in relation to other concepts,
such as behaviour or attitudes (Capanna et al., 2005). This organisation of values in a circular
continuum highlights how a change in the importance of one value impacts the importance of both
adjacent values and those lying next to the value in question (Bardi & Goodwin, 2011; Maio et al.,
2009). The greater importance attributed to universalism values, the more important benevolence
and self-direction values will be, and the least important the power value will be. Furthermore, what is
important to me can vary considerably across groups and context?. In a study by Daniel et al., (2012),
individuals were found to differ in their value differentiation ability whereby the latter
(differentiation??) relies on the ability to compare contexts and the embodied values. Hence, the
interplay of different factors in the importance of values and unimportance of others as well as the
dynamic structure of the value system is as complex as real-life situations.

In summary, values play an important role in our lives and motivate our actions. Depending
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on their underlying motivation, values can be summarised into value types which interrelate

dynamically with each other either through harmony or conflict. In light of this value theory,

the importance of values in everyday life seems almost logical. But how can this be used in

inclusive education …

Why are values important when it comes to inclusion?

According to Booth and Ainscow (2016) values play a key role in the inclusive development

of schools. In the Index of Inclusion, a resource for developing schools and society through

participation towards inclusion, the authors argue that aligning actions with inclusive values

can be a concrete step towards development. In line with Schwartz’s (1992, 1994) definition,

values are understood as action guiding principles, which guide cultures and define goals.

Adapting? inclusive cultures next to inclusive policies and practices are positive steps

towards achieving inclusive educational institutions and societies. Further, it can be

assumed that values within the concept of cultures built the foundation. This arises also

from their position on the basement within the triangle (see Figure 3).

Figure 3: Three dimensions of inclusive school development

Source: Booth & Ainscow, 2016, p.49

Even though all three dimensions highlighted in Figure 3 are essential for an institution
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or society to become inclusive, if there is a lack of shared values it might be that changes

in the other two dimensions risk a mere formal action (Demo, 2013). It is only through the

activities of individuals that effective change can be sustained? Indeed, Booth and Ainscow

(2016) also propose a set of inclusive values that schools can work with in a variety of ways

(i.e., the Index for Inclusion is an instrument that can be used to work on the community

level, the school level, the class level, or on the individual level). On the other hand, they

also present a set of exclusive values, which might hinder schools in developing towards

inclusion.

Brief digression: This might also lead to an understanding of “good” and “bad” values and, as argued
above, such a categorisation does not do justice to the importance of the interplay of all values in a

society (Döring & Noam-Knafo, 2019). Therefore, the definition of inclusive and exclusive values
needs also to be understood from a critical perspective. Hinz and Boban (2013) propose combing

them through a more dialectic approach like the so-called “value square”. The foundational concept
of the latter originates from Aristotle, was expanded upon by the German philosopher Nicolai

Hartmann in 1926, adapted for psychology by Paul Helwig in 1936, for communication psychology
by Schulz von Thun in 1989 (Schulz von Thun, 2015) and introduced into the inclusion discourse by
Hans Wocken (2013; cf. Hinz & Boban, 2013). The key premise of the value square is that virtues,

which are guided by underlying values, in their exaggerated form risk falling into something negative.
Therefore, it is about finding an appropriate balance within one virtue to keep it compatible with its
counterpart (Schulz von Thun, 2008). Relying on the concept of the value square could facilitate a
shift from a values-recommending to a values-reflecting perspective (Hinz & Boban, 2013). In such

an approach, the focus is not on what is right or wrong but rather on what is important to you, what is
important to me, and what is important within the given situation or context. This allows for the
discovery of a solution on a higher level – even, or especially, in cases of opposing or conflicting

values – through the synthesis of both perspectives. In addition to the dynamic principle of values,
the process of value reflection should also be dynamic, flexible and continuous.

Example: Bell is a 31-year-old primary school teacher working for the last two years in a new school
along with a team of four other teachers. She cares about making educational contexts and the

learning environment inclusive. For Bell, it is important to include all children in the learning,
encourage collaboration, discuss different points of views and understand the perspectives of others
and ensure that all children are content in school – though this sometimes can be time consuming.
Unfortunately, she often has the feeling that her colleagues do not apply the same work principles,

and there have been a number of conflicting situations recently. Bell realised that most of her
colleagues did not recognise the benefits of the inclusive values. Rather they consider it more

important that children learn all the content and topics, respect the rules, and ensure safety in the
classroom. Bell understood that fostering more inclusion with her team could start a conversation
on underlying values. Finding common ground could then facilitate a unifying objective that could

guide daily classroom activities.

From this, a further aspect concerning “Why are values important when it comes to inclusive

education?” arises. Bell initially used the Index and the indicated values individually, that

is, she read through and reflected on the inclusive values. Following this, she will use this

approach with her team colleagues. The Index for Inclusion can be used to work across

many different levels: on the community level, the school level, the class level, or on the

individual level (Booth & Ainscow, 2016) and values are inherent in each level? Let us dive

into the next question, which, leaning on another theoretical model, will try to give an answer

to the third initial question.
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Where do I find values for Inclusive Education?

Considering how values can be defined in terms of content and features, it is important to

understand the dimensions in which values lie (i.e., where) in order to work with them, and

orient them, towards the promotion of inclusion across educational contexts. In this sense,

values operate within multiple levels of human life particularly as they are maintained,

negotiated or transformed across contexts and social groups. When it comes to education,

learning environments constitute one of the most impactful dimensions in which values

can be transmitted (Ristevska et al., 2019), as schooling encompasses socialisation and

personal development.

The ‘Where’ section moves through deeply reflective and nuanced practical applications

of case studies from both a national and international perspective. Other chapters have

highlighted Bronfenbrenner’s first edition of the Ecological Model (1979, see chapter

Neuroinclusion: A school community approach). However, this chapter on inclusive

educational contexts is discussed using an adaption of the Ecological Model, which

describes movement within the Microsystem as linkage through the Mesosystem (Hayes et

al., 2023; Sheldon, 2019). This movement brings with it possible conforming and conflicting

values. Young children and adults are viewed as active participants with individual values,

wants, needs and desires in their world (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). This occurs in an

inclusive bi-directional way within families (Microsystem) and within communities (Exo- and

Macro- Systems). Finally, this section points to the difficulties and successful application of

individuals living close to their values in education and society.

The Process-Person-Context-Time Model

The next sections will frame the importance of values in education using Bronfenbrenner’s

and Morris’ (2005) most up to date model Process, Person, Context over Time (PPCT)

which highlights the potency of values in inclusive communities. Bronfenbrenner and Morris

(2006) provided a detailed description of bi-directional actions using the PPCT model,

which they defined as proximal processes. This model illustrates the relational engagement

with others (including inanimate objects and symbols) in context over time. Bronfenbrenner

and Morris (2006) called these engagements the engines of development. A person’s

engagement with their environment becomes more complex, causing the development to

progress in a particular direction. Merçon‐Vargas et al. (2020) considered Bronfenbrenner’s

perspective on the engines of development as slightly narrow as it only theorised child

development from a positive perspective. Instead, they suggested that inverse proximal

processes also produced dysfunction (either positive or negative), which are constantly

evolving over time.

Figure 4: Urie Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model
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Source: Adapted from Bronfenbrenne, 2006

The active Person (P) is engaging in Proximal Processes with people, symbols and

objects within a microsystem, interacting with other contexts, and involving both continuity

and change over time (Tudge, 2008, p. 69). Bronfenbrenner maintained that the person is

the active participant in their worlds; and includes a person’s values and beliefs (Hayes

et al., 2023). Relocating human development internally in relations and externally with

the environment. Values and beliefs lay the foundation on which education is occurring.

Bronfenbrenner’s thoughts progressed from the previous dichotomous focus on the body

separate from the mind or what had become nature versus nurture debate of attachment,

to a more harmonious inclusive perspective of child development. Subsequently,

Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2005) stressed the importance of reciprocal relationships

within the social context on the development of the body? rather than just the brain

(Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Osher et al., 2018). Nestled in these inclusive relational processes

are the significance of both conscious and unconscious values, beliefs, traditions and

cultures. Bronfenbrenner relied on the work of Kurt Lewin to position his thoughts on values.

He viewed values as fundamental in the processes of human behaviour (Bronfenbrenner,

1979; Cartright, 1951). Lewin (1951) highlighted that the values among groups were likely

to drive group engagements in both positive and possibly negative ways. Crucially, values,

tradition and norms are culturally and contextually loaded.
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Processes of Values

To begin applying the PPCT model, we will start by focusing on the first P for processes

of inclusive relationships in education. A process is at the core of human engagement.

Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2005) called these Proximal Processes, relations that are

dynamic, active and consistent engagements with the environment. Previously, values were

not prioritised as positive or negative but rather as beliefs driving behaviour. However,

Wilkowski (2022) suggests that vices also need a voice within this framework. Vices can

be understood as the counterpart of virtues, which, as stated earlier (see brief digression

above), are guided by underlying values, as are vices. The vignette below highlights how

an educator strives to uphold her values while addressing the contrasting values of the

educational system.

The Processes of Values in Educational Inequity

Chris was a teacher in a German school. She was fascinated by how every classroom she walked
into would have a list of the classroom rules supported by their teacher training. These sets of rules
included her own classroom. The children all have rules to follow, still, she wondered about the
inability of the rules to be followed. Chris taught her students to always question everything they
were told, no matter how powerful or experienced the person they seemed with the information.
Nonetheless, Chris began to reflect on this nested paradox from her teacher training instilling
conformity whilst also trying to instil the children’s wonder and curiosity. Upon reflection Chris
thought ‘how are these rules developing my children into flourishing human beings?’ Chris brought
her reflections to her class and after a discussion she realised the disparity between rules with intent
to conform and values of universalism and social justice.

Shortly after this reflection one of her children notified her of their deportation. Against the advice
of the school Chris explained to the children what was happening. However, she prompted the idea
there was nothing they could do to help their friend; this was German law and could not be changed.
Chris then set an instruction and said, ‘Rules cannot be changed we have to continue on with our
work’. Yet the children’s values of benevolence and universalism floated in the air. Chris heard the
children whispering how they could get their friend back. Upon hearing this Chris reflected on her
unconscious values. I am asking the children to question power but instilling conformity. I have
emphasised the importance of these values I have to follow through. Chris enlisted the advice of a
lawyer to see if the child and family could come back to Germany. She fought hard for the children’s
values to be upheld. Chris followed the lawyer’s advice and made a plan against the school’s wishes.
Before proceeding, was there anything he wanted from Germany? The boy replied, ‘my friend’. There
were more hurdles for Chris to overcome but she did, and the teacher and the boy’s friend travelled
together to the child’s hometown. On this 10hr journey Chris nurtured the children in Germany’s
sense of security and broadened the children’s learning geographically, demographically, socially and
culturally by bringing with them a little toy fox to tell the story of their trip. Chris brought their worlds
closer together with letters from the children back in Germany awaiting his return. On return with the
family a presentation was held for the family. Politicians were asked to join the celebration. Chris
taught the children about the value of conformity from a different perspective of the community,
noting if they tried to deport the family again everyone would know the family and they would have
the backing of the community.

Vignette from Chris Carstens (All means All participant)

Throughout this journey, Chris navigated the fear of losing her job while striving to improve

her school system. From a values perspective, it is evident close connections between

values, vices, rules and laws as well as emotions exist. Whilst both rule-led and values-led

pedagogies are underpinned by values, perspective is often nuanced. This real-life complex

scenario started with the children’s values becoming more visible and Chris advocating
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against her own teacher training, forcing her to question her own limitations regardless of a

person’s or system’s status or power.

Next, we move from the process to the individual, the second P (Person) of

Bronfenbrenner’s and Morris’s (2006) PPCT model. There is continuous overlap in the

model, linkages are consistently made between P, P, C, T between the individuals and the

processes over time.

Where are individual values framed inclusive educational practice?

Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2005) stressed the power of the individual acting? within a bi-

directional education system (both young children and adults). Bronfenbrenner and Morris

(2006) also viewed? individual traits as personal and resource characteristics which drive

personal behaviour to either positive or negative interactions (Hayes et al., 2023). Crucially,

we need to critically reflect upon the implications for labelling positive and negative

characteristics, particularly as all behaviour is values-laden? Bronfenbrenner and Morris

theorised how an individual perspective (or behaviour) had an effect on relational

engagements, habits and norms. Simply stated, values can be guiding principles for

individual or educational settings. In addition, habits also reinforce values, possibly by

developing an evolving disposition that influences the acceptance or rejection of certain

ethos. All values have their value (Sheldon, 2019), yet within these overarching categories,

they are often driven by individual processes and complex relational values.

Explicitly stated, espoused values are claims of actions. The implications of individual

behaviour patterns could result in? people seeking espoused values and values in use.

Practices and norms that are possibly hierarchical and are prioritised to be upheld.

Experiential work may result in an imbalance between the values-in-use narrative compared

to the applied? practice to the espoused values and missions of the educational setting?

These disparities can occur for several reasons. The case study below emphasises an

individual’s espoused values to the behaviour of the values-in-use. The actions, practices

and virtues can include or exclude a person. Values can be viewed from the perspective of?

conflicting or espoused values within the educational setting.

What’s my Cup of Tea?

My own individual values lie heavily in relational pedagogy; they are focused on personalised care
and education. I support the need for relational agency from birth. As educators we are a safe
person the babies could trust and be free to explore also in times of need, they could seek comfort
and responsive caregiving. Babies have the opportunity to make decisions about their learning and
development to instil in them the right to decide and problem-solve. This did not come without
challenges when we had to slow down and move at the baby’s pace rather than outcome led
agendas. Trying to enact my values in my day-to-day practice could be a real struggle. My values are
conflicting with apparent inclusive child-led policies and regulations. Depending on the educator’s
temperament, values and dispositions, trying to work relationally in the presence of outcome-led
processes can essentially de-skill the professional graduates’ practices.

Vignette from authors practice: Lydia Murphy

This vignette highlights the importance of instilling an ethical balance between espoused
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values and the values in use in individual student teacher training. It is crucial to manage

the balance of social power for voices which are often overlooked and unheard. Values

can be a fruitful conversation, which can be linked with individual identity (Espedal, 2022).

Bronfenbrenner (1979) advocated that all the human and nonhuman objects and symbols

have agency in reciprocal relationships. From here it is fitting to transition to the third

section of the PPCT model: the context.

Values in Context

Bronfenbrenner (1979) stated that social strengths and social struggles are not created in a

vacuum. Indeed, humans do not evolve in isolation (O’Toole & Hayes, 2019). Bronfenbrenner

(1979) advocated for the importance of context in neighbourhoods and communities, and

how the environment shapes individuals’ learning and development. This next section

focuses on the additional influences of context adding to the analysis in the PPCT model

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2005). The chapter Neuroinclusion: A school community

approach displays the full impact of the Ecological Model in communities. This chapter will

use the mesosystem to highlight the importance of linking, relating, or unravelling of values

that shape contexts in communities. To ensure clarity of the mesosystem, Figure 5 below

has adapted Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System.

The Mesosystem is defined as the communications or interactions in contexts that

happen between the microsystems (Hayes et al., 2023). This section focuses holistically

on the child as an active participant moving forward and back through the Mesosystem.

The orange triangle below represents the child connecting and relating within their home

and community over time. The child’s direct and indirect engagements, connections and

influences with different community contexts are also said to impact and shape learning

and development. Bronfenbrenner developed the term “linkages” for this process of

movement.

Figure 5: Bronfenbrenner’s model of ecological system
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Source: Adapted from Shelton, 2019, p. 11

The flourishing of the child is more likely to occur when the adults in the environment

value the voices of the children, and communicate effectively with the linkages across

microsystems in the form of a whole community approach (Hayes et al., 2023). An effective

communication approach is to prioritise the child’s? voice as a way of being in our

relationships. Both arrows represent reciprocal relationships over time between the

systems. When we support the plurality of values, this can be viewed as the beginning

stages of love and care (Kaur, 2020). The vignette below represents Lilly’ community

context. Lilly is a capable, competent little learner. At one and a half years old, she carries

her learning across context into a different environment. However, the difficulty arises

when Lilly’s competencies at home are valued but her knowledge is questioned within her

community context, and viewed through the lens of a whole systems approach..

Learning across Contexts

Lilly is a one-and-a-half-year-old toddler, and values traditions possibly influenced by her family. The
tradition she knows well is birthday parties that include having a cake and lighting candles on top of
it. Lilly is competent that she knows that when candles are lighting, they usually get blown out.
However, when Lilly and her family go to another traditional ceremony the customs change. Lilly is
being christened in a church and during the ceremony the priest lights a candle. Lilly brings her
learning and competencies across the Microsystem into a different context. However, in this
environment candles do not get blown out. The behaviour that stems from the same value can
sometimes vary depending on the context. Behaviour associated with the value type tradition, as
shown in Table 1, is motivated by the commitment and the customs and ideas that traditional culture
or religion provide for the self. However, in the microsystem of her family, Lilly had learned behaviour
that did not align with the customs of the new context of the church.

Vignette from research relationship
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These diverse value linkages between contexts possibly reshaped Lilly’s self-assurance.

Yet, Lilly did not do anything wrong because the candle will be eventually blown out. If

customs and rules were prioritised over values in this situation, one could argue that she

did not show the right behaviour. However, seeing it from a value perspective, at both times

Lilly valued tradition. Finally, the chapter moves to the last section of the PPCT model: the

influence of values, patterns and norms over Time.

Values over time

This section is the final in Bronfenbrenner’s and Morris’s Model (2006) which explores

Time; past, present, and future. The important addition of time was later added to the

ecological system and named the Chronosystem. Bronfenbrenner noted the significance of

time and over time on all the layers of the ecological system micro-time, meso-time, exo-

time and marco-time. Our values, actions and norms are ever evolving in the present time.

Value research suggests that even though values are relatively stable, they often change

over the life span, and during periods of transitions and major live events (Bardi & Goodwin,

2011; Döring et al., 2016). For instance, during COVID-19 in 2020, security was a value given

high importance. People engaged with family and friends very differently to what we do

now. However, some practices and learning could persist from this time. The lifespan can

also prioritise different values (Döring et al., 2016). Individual value change over time can

be and particularly at an organisational level?

This section develops a political agenda espousing values of universalism and security

in organisational agendas over time at a macro level. However, espoused political values in

practice highlight values of power and conformity. For example, Equal Start is a government

funding model that supports early years services over time to support disadvantaged

children’s learning and development.

Strand 2 of Equal Start will provide child-targeted measures – measures that are available

in all settings and that will focus additional supports on children from disadvantaged

backgrounds and priority groups, including: Children living in a small area assigned as

deprived under the Pobal HP Deprivation Index. Children from a Traveller or Roma ethnic

background. Children availing of the National Childcare Scheme through a sponsor referral,

children living in homeless accommodation, and children living in an International

Protection Accommodation Centre or Emergency Orientation and Reception Centre’

(DCEDIY, 2024).

Early start is premised on the United Nations Convention for the Rights of the Child

(1989) which states that every child has a right to an education. Despite this, the gap in

education for children in the most vulnerable areas is widening due to lack of funding and

resources. In Ireland, early childhood care and education settings in deprived areas have

been running at a loss for over half a decade (ref?), leading to carers and families filling the

gap. Consequently, many children are unable to attend the setting for required number of

hours, as families could not afford the fees. This situation threatens inclusive education, as
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children are denied access if their family cannot afford the fees. In 2024, early childhood

settings continue to see many children experiencing inequality as babies, toddlers and

young children remain under-served in their communities. Bronfenbrenner’s and Morris

(2006) PPCT model supports the idea of the complex threading of shaping environments

and human behaviour. This section presented Bronfenbrenner and Morris’s (2006) PPCT

model which emphasised the importance of values where reciprocal relationships are being

created in environments and communities. We will now focus on physical environments ?

When designing values …

When investigating the different embodiments of values, we can distinguish many

dimensions within which they are regularly shared, negotiated, reproduced or transformed.

In educational systems, for instance, we can assess the presence of values within the

international and national educational policies, institutional levels and the micro dimension

of each teacher’s professionalism (Prichard et al., 2018). As a consequence, values within

educational systems could be viewed as the result of complex interactions between

multiple agents of different natures and at different levels. This is particularly the case if we

consider education as an “open system in which elements are interacting with themselves

and their environment in emergent, adaptive, and self-reflexive ways” (Schuelka & Engsig,

2020, p. 6).

However, identifying the dynamics underlying this multitude of spaces in which values

dwell, and are exchanged, can be complicated. On closer inspection, we might see how we

can consider those levels as specific (but interconnected) contexts. The common thread

that links? different contexts would be represented by human agency, which plays a primary

role in defining them. In other words, people, through their actions and interactions, in their

roles and positions, contribute to the shaping of the environments they inhabit. This act of

defining or shaping could be considered – quite interestingly – as an act of design.

We can interpret designing as an activity of reflective and creative thinking that leads

one to imagine what does not yet exist, whether we are talking about tools and products,

services and processes, symbols or whole systems (Nelson & Stolterman, 2003). As we

define design as an activity of envisioning and ideating something for a specific purpose

(Redström, 2017), it also inevitably represents a device through which values are

communicated and spread between people (Buchanan, 1985). Indeed, design could not

unfold in a totally neutral way (Van Gorp & Adams, 2012; Norman, 2004), as “people engage

in design in order to devise and implement a new system, based on their vision of what

that system should be” (Banathy, 1992, p.41). In this sense, design represents a powerful

channel through which we can communicate and spread specific values. We might notice

how design does not only refer to domains such as architecture or engineering, as “almost

everyone is designing most of the time – whether they are conscious of it, or not” (Nelson

& Stolterman, 2003, p.1).
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When establishing the rules of a community, sketching the layout of a physical space and

planning how to conduct a lesson we are designing, and we are infusing our personal values

into concrete actions and fixed structures, offering them for other people to experience in

a variety of ways. Design, as an art of thought, would involve the vivid expression of values

and ideas about social life (Buchanan, 1985).

Consequently, our actions as professionals of education can potentially contribute to

the maintenance (or revolution) of a specific educational system, through the promotion

of values and visions. In this regard, if education is crucial for social continuity and the

transmission of ideals, hopes and standards for social life (Dewey, 1916), designing

education means offering contexts in which knowledge, skills and experiences can be

negotiated, renewed and co-created with learners for our future society. This is especially

significant when considering that, in specific contexts, promoting inclusion requires

contrasting social injustice through transformative processes. In these cases, designing

education means co-creating opportunities for liberation and social change (Freire, 1970).

Given that humans can shape contexts through design, how can such designs

communicate values that promote inclusion? Understanding design principles and

practices is crucial to identify the relationship between each individual’s values and the

promotion of inclusion within the different contexts which we take part in, including the

educational ones.

Design, values and frameworks

On a broader level, values can be found within the structural frameworks and policies that

regulate specific systems. Indeed, values and laws are reciprocally connected, especially

as juridical norms descend and draw inspiration from social norms and social values.

Such values would be shared between members of a community, constituting their heritage

of ideal references and orienting their behaviour. Consequently, social values, which are

culture-related, determine social norms and, lastly, juridical norms (Pocar, 2010; Gulotta,

2002). The frameworks that regulate educational systems vary across societies, and are

strictly connected to students? rights, designing how education is functional and to be

promoted, and carried out, within each specific context and embodying values of different

nature.

Enshrining the right to education in international laws and normative tools ensures the

adoption of a shared vision on values that are functional, as a means to orient educational

policies and practices across communities. From an international perspective, inclusion in

education has been interpreted through a human rights-based approach, which is centred

around the need to ensure basic human rights and fundamental freedoms to all people

(Gordon, 2013). Article 26 of the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)

outlines a number of primary values that should underline educational practices, such

as equality in access, and promoting each student’s personal development and potential.

UNESCO’s Convention against Discrimination in Education (1960) was designed to guide
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the right to education, whilst also identifying standard-setting instruments in education

(Gros-Espiell, 2005). Similarly, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (UN, 2015)

aims at removing barriers to participation, ensuring quality education and learning

opportunities for all people. The Index for Inclusion itself (Booth & Ainscow, 2016), as

outlined earlier in this chapter, also proposes a set of values to support the promotion of

inclusive processes within schools.

The aforementioned sources are just a few examples of how values, rights and

regulations are intertwined and describe specific lines of action for the achievement of

inclusion within educational contexts. However, it is important to note that, beyond

universal and international values, countries and communities adopt specific norms,

oriented towards the protection of individual and collective rights, and reflecting a specific

set of values which are considered important. Accordingly, the idea of inclusion itself can be

interpreted through specific rights and values, leading to a variety of ways which societies

can advocate for. As educators, it is crucial to navigate the diversity of these scenarios

and understand how intercultural dialogue is needed to reach a deeper understanding of

inclusive values. In this way, international cooperation can foster empowerment, dignity

and reciprocity among actors, identifying shared languages and envisioning shared

advancements with the sensitivity of ensuring a true dialogue and not a subtle continuation

of western dominance (Taddei, 2017).

Bigger picture frameworks act as boundaries within which smaller agents act.

Accordingly, identifying the values which an educational system intends to promote, allows

it to strengthen its cohesion through the contribution of all those concerned (for instance,

aligning the actions of teachers and families). Conversely, it can also give space to change,

and in doing so, overcome structural injustices and renew the societal purpose and

meaning of its lines of action. These possibilities become feasible only when the values at

the heart of system are recognised. What are these values and do they protect diversity and

promote inclusion?

Such actions assume paramount importance when assessing the presence of multiple

agents that, intentionally or unintentionally, communicate and spread a multitude of values

based on specific interests and reasons. When considering contemporary scenarios, the

plurality of non-formal educational agents and contexts (i.e., social media) may result in

communities being exposed to conflicting or discriminative messages (Frabboni & Minerva,

2001). To ensure the development of more inclusive societies, formal educational agents

should take part in a shared design based on an integrated educational system both on

at an institutional and cultural level, thereby forming a “pedagogical alliance (…) practising

neutral, ideal and democratic educational models” (Frabboni & Minerva, 2001, pp.

508–509). It is important to note that such actions, interpreted as “north stars”

perspectives, might not be fully realisable, but do act as guidance for the promotion of

virtuous processes. Once again, the definition and sharing of values lies at the core of the

maintenance or transformation of educational systems, through the design of policies and
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practices that should regularly be interrogated in order to assess their contribution to the

promotion of inclusive education. As outlined at the beginning of this chapter, a dynamic,

flexible, and continuous reflection on values is essential.

Design, values and practices

If educators’ agency is guided by the trajectories drawn by bigger frameworks of values

and regulations, individual responsibility in promoting values is still prominent at the school

or classroom level. The creation of more inclusive learning environments emphasises the

role of design as a practice that intervenes in the everyday life of people as an experiential

mediator (Norman, 2013; Verbeek, 2008). If design is a reflective process of analysing a

situation and defining solutions through continuous improvements and iterations (Schön,

1983), the profession of teaching cannot exclude it from its approach and everyday

practices.

Design in learning means setting, defining or transforming the educational context, and

influencing (but not determining) how learners will learn by providing opportunities,

facilitators and barriers. At this level, design means structuring the learning environment

and setting a variety of environmental factors that can facilitate or hinder learning, and

embodying and conveying values. As the focus is centred around the role of educators in

designing inclusive contexts, it is important to acknowledge how values within contexts

are negotiated by all actors involved. In this sense, learners’ values will be dynamically

interacting among each other and also with the values promoted (consciously and

unconsciously) by educators and institutions. Figure 6 illustrates the dynamic intersections

that emerge when considering values in learning environments, highlighting the role of

design in mediating learning experiences.

Fig. 6. Relationship between design practices, values and learning
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When recognising the power of design in shaping contexts and potentially increasing or

decreasing their level of inclusivity, it is essential that any approaches incorporate inclusive

values, and embrace inclusive learning environments. In this sense, Universal Design (UD)

represents a framework of action that aims to extend the inclusivity of products, services

and contexts to all people beyond differences based on personal characteristics (with an

intersectional understanding of inclusion) (Maisel & Steinfeld, 2012; Connell et al., 1997;

Mace, 1985). As an extension of such an approach in the educational dimension, Universal

Design for Learning (UDL) will be later presented as a context-specific approach. To further

show the connection between design and values, UD itself is based on a set of principles

that aims at ensuring its operability across multiple contexts, such as equity and flexibility

in use, or simplicity and intuitiveness in use (Connell et al., 1997). Such principles can guide

educators in promoting inclusion from the design of didactic materials or settings to the

choice of which activities to be carried out can be offered during a lesson.

As contexts play a primary role in influencing our functioning (WHO, 2007, 2001), defining

values as contextual factors is crucial in determining the Quality of Life of learners and

their level of participation (Del Bianco, 2019; Giaconi, 2015; Schalock & Verdugo Alonso,

2012, 2002) and the meaningfulness of their experience in education (Ghirotto, 2018).

Additionally, Universal Design approaches can play a significant role in contrasting

discrimination and exclusion phenomena (Sanford, 2012; Imrie, 2000; Connell & Sanford,

1999). The dynamic relationship between design and values is even more central in learning

when considering school as a multi-faceted place combining the provision of opportunities

for learning transmission of knowledge as well as the provision of opportunities for social

interaction, self-expression and growth (Corona & De Giuseppe, 2015) (see chapter

“Participation of children and youth). Designing the learning environment requires an

understanding of the multitude of variables that can contribute to inclusion (Cottini, 2019;

Sibilio & Aiello, 2015).

Managing values in the design of educational contexts necessitates that equal

opportunities and the protection of rights within the framework of Universal Design for

Learning (UDL), embodies UD in education in order to support such actions (Rose et al.,

2014; Izzo, 2012; Rose & Meyer, 2002). As the construct of inclusive education includes

the affirmation of core principles as well as the organisation of contexts and procedures

to promote inclusion, (Cottini, 2017), UDL can constitute a theoretical reference to orient

such activities. As a construct, Universal Design for Learning encompasses three main

trajectories (CAST, 2011):

• Offering multiple means of representation;

• Offering multiple means of expression;

• Offering multiple means of engagement.

When considering the design of multiple means of representation, educators should
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recognise how the knowledge that is shared and co-created with learners can also be

communicated through different sensory channels as a means to promote accessibility,

personal significance and understanding. In the design of multiple means of expression,

students can decide how to share what they learned and the knowledge they built, following

their preferred approach. Lastly, the design of multiple means of engagement can increase

learner’s motivation (Cottini, 2019). Indeed, such strategies can embrace learners’ diversity

in participating in the learning environment (Meyer et al., 2014).

The design of the learning environment is further embedded in values which have a direct

influence on active participation and protection of rights. In this sense, design principles

and practices can represent key resources to implement inclusion-oriented values, which

are essential to ensure meaningful learning and participation opportunities for all. Such a

renewed sensitivity to values, agencies and contexts constitutes a conceptual and practical

way to foster the promotion and renewal of inclusion.

In other words, if “we were created by the world we live in” (Gibson, 1979/1986, p.130), we

may as well reflect upon what kind of world created us, and what kind of worlds we wish to

co-create with our learners. The next section delves into the practical applications of such

perspectives for our present and future worlds.

How can I work with values to foster inclusion?

Inclusive education means creating equitable opportunities for all students (DEI, 2016).

The role of values is at the heart of this process (Espedal et al., 2022). Values as guiding

principles underlying inclusive cultures (Booth & Ainscow, 2016) can ensure that the

progress of this path is sustainable and ensures inclusive education is empowered and

expanded at various levels. A recent study by Döring and her colleagues (2024) highlighted

how teachers and educators instilled values using diverse methods across different

aspects of the school environment. They further argued that the role of teachers extends

beyond education to fostering democratic values, attitudes, and beliefs, contributing to

a more inclusive and sustainable society. Values education is increasingly emphasised

globally in Europe. For instance, some Teaching Standards focus on promoting respect,

honesty and trust in children, aligning with professional ethics and integrity. Even without

formal guidelines, schools are never devoid of values, and spaces exist where learning

and experiences are shaped by a clear mandate, with every teacher, consciously or

unconsciously, representing certain values (Schubarth, 2019).

Educating children is not just about values or teaching them values, but it also concerns

our own values and how teaching and learning embodies values? as has been stated

above (Schulz von Thun, 2015; Wocken, 2013). How can we, as teachers, work with and

on values in our classrooms on a daily basis? Within the following section we argue that

four trajectories might be key value-based ways to foster inclusive education; reflection,

resolution, negotiation and reinvention. These separate components are divided into
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individual threads for knowledge application. However, in practice these trajectories are

completely embedded in and braided through each other.

Reflection

One of the fundamental trajectories to supporting values is reflection, as this enables

us as teachers and educators to continuously examine our own professional work and

experiences, and to discern which perspectives are central, and which are peripheral, as well

as clarifying and identifying the core values (Brookfield, 2018). By being more aware of our

personal values and beliefs, and what is important to us, we can understand how values can

help us to achieve reflection? (Schön,1983). Regular reflection can reveal how well we align

with our values, but can also identify where potential conflict arises. We must also consider

the extent to which these values are influenced by our experiences, background, and cultural

context. As outlined at the beginning of this chapter, values are mostly unconscious but

guide our behaviour (Schwartz, 2012). Therefore, it is crucial to reflect on what is important

to us as part of our profession, both separately and when combining educational and

political agendas (O’Toole & Hayes, 2019). The challenge lies in how we align our personal

values with the values of the educational environment. We should review our reflections

as messy, unorderly and if necessary, adjust again. Throughout this process, it is essential

to seek feedback from our colleagues as critical friends, and assess how they observe us

and our values in actions. The key point is that contemplation becomes constant practice

(Brookfield, 2018).

In the early 1980s, teachers and educators recognised the difficulties arising between

theory and practice, and reflection was identified as the missing link. Fred Korthagen

(1985), a researcher in professional development of teachers and the pedagogy of teacher

education, and the promotion of reflection in teacher education, defines reflection as “the

mental process of structuring or restructuring an experience, a problem or existing

knowledge or insights” (Korthagen, 1999). He elaborated a model, which describes the

process of reflection which he described as ALACT (elaborated in Figure 7 below)

(Korthagen, 2001).

Fig. 7. The ALACT model of reflection
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Source: Adapted from Korthagen et al., 2001

ALACT is still regarded as lacking in profound knowledge and missing empirical

evidence. A second model exists which suggests that different levels of reflection, the so-

called Onion-model Korthagen, 2004; see Figure 8), provides content related information to

ALACT. According to Korthagen & Nuijten (2022), this model differentiates various layers

of an individual’s identity resulting in (student) teachers engaging in deeper reflective

processes. The process makes it possible to develop a more conscious understanding

of personal qualities, and further involves identifying and addressing internal obstacles.

The use of this onion model for critical reflection can help to uncover, and challenge, any

personal biases related to different aspects of diversity. Therefore, as the authors argue,

the approach can be a step towards reducing inequality, combating discrimination, and

promoting social justice. Additionally, it may also become a more inclusive method when

the student’s voice is captured in the reflection process, Why not also reflecting together

with the students (see also the chapter Person Centred Planning)? Both the ALACT model

and the onion model can be a starting point for the reflection of values in the classroom.

Figure 8: The onion model
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Source: Korthagen et al., 2001

Some other practical suggestions are also recommended. Holding regular and ongoing

teacher meetings are valuable for ensuring the sustainability of the process. These

meetings should address the challenges in applying values, practice and feedback from

colleagues, parents and children to improve the implementation of values, and, if necessary,

to review them. When we reflect on the vignette of Chris’ experience, the critical reflection

approach in addition to the dialogue and dialectical method, could assist in finding a

solution. How values are incorporated into student interactions, teaching methods, and

curricula should be also discussed. New and more effective ways of applying values in

inclusive education should also be explored (Palmer, 2017).

Teachers should also provide opportunities with students to discuss perspectives,

values, experiences and needs. The classroom environment should be one where students

feel secure and confident and where they will be heard without judgement. Giving voice,

and influence, to students is vital as participatory action research with children has shown

previously (Jörgensdóttir Rauterberg & Hinz, 2024). In this study, children collaborated

with teachers? and spoke of their experiences of school and future development school

services? Using such a democratic approach would be similarly beneficial for the values

approach? (see also the chapter Democratic schools). Such an environment would also

create a space for interaction for students who are introverted, ensuring they feel

comfortable and have the courage to express their opinions. When students feel that their

voice is heard and that they are valued, the reflective process becomes more meaningful.

Students express their values, identity, assumptions, and experiences, and share their

perspectives, not only as a standalone activity but also as part of? the curriculum. As
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a result, we find that the active role of students leads to the creation and invention of

new activities (Brookfield, 2018; Noddings, 2003). By instilling values, teachers create a

more inclusive learning environment and foster the flourishing of students. Such a

transformation, and approach, requires commitment, trust, creativity, and continuity, and

lead to the fulfilment of the diverse needs of students.

Resolution

As you read at the very beginning of this chapter, values sometimes can also conflict with

each other, in other words, you cannot combine actions motivated by two specific values

such as benevolence and power (Schwartz, 2006). However, you can become aware of this

competing nature when decisions must be made between both values which are equally

important to you. It can also be the case that your values, and the values in the school

system, come into conflict as illustrated in the vignette with Chris. Additionally, there may

be students who value different values in daily situations of learning in your classroom.

Common to all of these situations is the need to find a solution that involves both the

teacher and students working together, often in the face of conflict. Resolution involves

resolving disputes, achieving consensus, or solving challenges and problems in personal,

social, or professional settings (Esptien, 2014). As outlined at the beginning of the Chapter,

when it comes to values and inclusion, a dialectic approach such as that proposed by

Wocken (2013), could do justice to the complexity of values and their dynamic relationships

and help to find a solution on a higher level.

Problem-solving also involves translating ideas into actions. There are numerous ways

to achieve a resolution in relation to values. Firstly, identifying core values by reflecting on

the topic is a crucial first step. Focusing on our own values is more beneficial rather than

expecting others to meet our standards of values, where the latter can result in a more

dissatisfactory achievement. Instead of concentrating only on solving problems, teachers

can make decisions to set some goals which improve some aspects of their students’ lives

(Kennelly & Oke, 2024). Teachers need to be aware that values are not easily changed.

Hence teachers should concentrate on the long-term relationships in parallel with possible

short-term goals. By focusing on resolution, they make a meaningful approach for growth

and change (Kennelly & Oke, 2024).

Problem-solving also requires a commitment and responsibility to equity. This process

involves placing values at the forefront of all partnerships. Through the process of

persistence, respect and continuity, it can strengthen relationships and the determination

of the teachers and students (Epstein, 2014). This process also involves identifying the

conflict between personal values and the values of others, and finding possible solutions

to these dilemmas. Recognising and understanding different perspectives and exploring

common ground are among the solutions. Listening is a basic but profound way to direct
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those to alternative and creative solutions, whilst also respecting individual’s core values

and paying attention to different perspectives.

Negotiation

Since dialogue and negotiation are important pillars of a participatory process in inclusive

education, the existence of a dialogue space between students, teachers, administrators,

and families is vital. Dialogues that are focused on finding a solution, listening to different

perspectives and values of others and clarifying their opinions and experiences, leads to

dialectical and peaceful negotiations and helps to identify alternative solutions for possible

value conflict situations on a higher level. Strengthening dialogue requires the teacher to

be open and receptive to creative ideas in expressing values, avoiding a win-lose approach,

and seeking solutions that consider the diversity within classrooms and schools. The

necessary skill of active and empathetic listening is useful and accelerates the path to

finding a common ground (Espedal, 2022). In a safe environment, dialogue fosters and

strengthens self-confidence in the educational environment and increases the transparency

of perspectives and values (O’Toole & Hayes, 2019)

Reinvention

Maintaining an innovative spirit in the educational system is a key foundation for inclusive

education. Teacher professional development is an ongoing process that benefits from

remaining informed about current research findings and techniques on inclusive education.

It also involves continuously adapting teaching methods to support students’ development

and recognising the diversity present in the classroom. An innovative mindset leads to

the elimination of approaches that are no longer effective, which drives growth and

improvement in the educational environment, thereby discarding perspectives which are

no longer practical and do not advance the educational system (Palmer, 2017). The same

approach applies to values. Although this approach may seem challenging and complex at

times, it is ultimately an ethical and timely educational imperative that empowers teachers

to develop inclusive learning environments. It is crucial to remain open to a changing

environment, and to re-examine and re-construct teachers’ responsibilities in inclusive

education (Espedal et al., 2019). Consequently, the evolution of knowledge necessitates

evolution and innovation. It is important to keep in mind that working with values is a

constant process that requires self-awareness, flexibility, discussion skills, active listening,

and innovation. An innovative mindset encourages a more flexible approach towards

children and adolescents’ diverse life stories, experiences and values, and opens up new

perspectives for them.

This approach involving the four trajectories of reflection, resolution, negotiation and

reinvention, can facilitate an engagement with values in a continuous and adaptable

manner, ultimately promoting inclusive education.
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Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=659#h5p-38

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

1. What is your cup of tea? What is important to you?

2. What is important to you as a (future) teacher or professional?

3. Does the educational setting reflect its stated values, mission, or ethical practices?

4. Do you recall a specific situation where values played a significant role?

5. How do values, or how might they, influence your (future) classroom?

6. What tools do you have to design the educational environment you work in and how do

you use them?

7. Are values in your (future) classroom discussed, negotiated, or reviewed over time?

8. Imagine a concrete way to reflect on values together with your students.

9. How might your practice adapt to accommodate diverse values?

10. Could you apply what you’ve learned in this chapter to a university context?
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RELATIONSHIPS IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION
Lina Render de Barros; Leah O'Toole; and Simon Klippert

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=371#oembed-1

Example Case

“One of the best experiences I had as a teacher was during the first days of the

COVID-19-pandemic. As most of the students had to stay at home, I could use the time I

normally spent with 25 people in one class to have long walks outside with individual students

that seemed especially lost. These talks, this time dedicated to individuals, was not only

helpful in the very special situation of a lockdown, but also paid off afterwards when lessons

started once again in classrooms: deeper understanding, fitting settings, growing confidence

led to a more relaxed atmosphere in class and provided better grounds for learning. Use the

power in uncertain times to find new ways of communication.”

Simon Klippert, Combined Primary and Secondary School on the Rütli Campus, Berlin,

Germany

Initial questions
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In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. Why are relationships important in education?

2. What is a relationship?

3. What is special about a relationship in a pedagogical context?

4. What are the consequences of conceptualising the student-teacher relationship as

structured by power?

5. How can critical self-reflection inform relational practice? What to do with the power?

6. What are the challenges and barriers to putting relationships at the centre of

educational practice?

Introduction to Topic

Why do we have to talk about it?

A relational approach is central to inclusive education. One aspect of inclusive education

is the focus on the individual and the individual’s developmental needs. Another aspect

is a focus on society and the social environment. How can the social environment be

shaped in a form that is welcoming and hospitable for individuals? And how can each

individual contribute to such an environment? A relational approach is the practical answer;

the attempt to translate inclusive theory into relational practice.

This chapter starts by briefly summarising research showing the importance of

relationships in human development and learning environments. It asks the question ‘What

is a relationship?’ and investigates how power structures impact on relationships,

particularly educational relationships. We then offer concrete ideas of how to apply this

knowledge about relationships within the inclusive classroom. Depending on your individual

questions and interests you might start your reading of the text in any of the subchapters.

Start with the introduction if you want to get an impression of the current state of theory.

If you prefer a more narrative introduction to the topic you might choose to start with

‘Relationships as a dance between you and me’. If you are aware of the theory and its ethical

implications, but are looking for ways to apply this in a classroom setting you can directly

go to the section on ‘Practical Application’.

Why are relationships important in education?

Often the social aspect of educational relationships is seen as an add-on; the role of

the teacher might seem reduced to the organisation and delivery of content, while the

relationship might seem less important. In fact, the reverse is true. There is increasing

RELATIONSHIPS IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION | 89



evidence that a safe, trusting, caring and respectful relationship is a prerequisite for an

atmosphere of well-being that in turn creates good conditions for profound learning and

inclusive practice (O’Toole and Hayes, 2020).

The Centre for the Developing Child at Harvard University presents evidence that brains

are built up over time through the power of interactions and relationships. The work of

Patricia Kuhl (e. g. 2010) is particularly illustrative in this regard. She investigated the

development of language and found that babies and toddlers who were presented with

a second language by looking at video of people speaking it on screens did not develop

the structures of that language in the same way as those who were engaging in direct

interactions with human beings. In short, as human beings our brains are made to develop

through social interactions, and this is just as true in educational settings as anywhere else.

The student-teacher relationship is shown to be of crucial importance for learning in a

variety of theoretical models and empirical studies (Hattie 2015 / Cornelius-White 2007).

Bronfenbrenner’s work also foregrounds the importance of relationships that he sees as

the culmination of a series of interactions occurring over time “with persons with whom

[the child] has established a mutual and enduring emotional attachment” (Bronfenbrenner,

1973, p. 119; 1988; 2005). “In short, somebody has to be crazy about that kid” (ibid).

Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical model as well as these empirical studies show that a focus

on intellectual approaches to learning and more emotional or relational approaches are

not mutually exclusive. Lives are lived interdependently through a network of shared

relationships, or ‘linked lives’ and the power of such relationships is so strong that they are

referred to as the ‘engines’ of learning and development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006;

Hayes, O’Toole and Halpenny, 2023; O’Toole, Hayes and Halpenny, 2020).

Equally, the central argument of Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) is that the bond or

attachment formed by an infant with the primary care-giver forms the basis of all future

relationships, and of psychological well-being for the rest of the individual’s life. The theory

states that this bond also has a highly significant influence on a child’s current and future

behaviour and ability to learn. A phrase that is often used in Attachment Theory is that

secure attachment with a trustworthy adult who holds the child in mind, provides a secure

base from which to explore the world. In research and practice in education, the teacher

is increasingly being seen through this lens (Harlow, 2021). This is explored in more detail

later in the chapter.

Relationships are also important in education because a child’s academic self-image very

much stems from the image that a teacher has of them (among other influences). For

example, research based on the work of Albert Bandura on self-efficacy shows that if the

adult puts forward to the child that they are capable and their learning is important, this

trust becomes internalised into the child’s self-image. This impacts learning because work

on self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1994) shows that if the child believes they can achieve a

goal, they tend to work hard towards it, and through that hard work they are more likely to

achieve the goal in reality. This achievement feeds back into the belief that they are capable
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learners, further influencing future learning in a positive feedback cycle. In contrast, if the

adult conveys the impression that a child is incapable of achieving an academic goal, either

overtly or covertly, this also becomes internalised into self-efficacy beliefs. The internalised

fear of failure might then become a self-fulfilling prophecy and lead to a lack of effort that

in turn leads to the failure to achieve a goal – after all, why would I try if I know I will fail?

These are just some of a multitude of theoretical perspectives that foreground the creation

of supportive student-teacher relationships, and ‘relational pedagogy’ as a theoretical and

philosophical underpinning to educational practice is increasingly gaining support (Sidorkin,

2023).

Research reinforces the fact that children learn through good relationships and this can

lead to better academic outcomes. Hence, a focus on relationships and a focus on grades

are not mutually exclusive (Bingham and Sidorkin, 2004; Reich 2014, 2018). Relationships

are the basis for working in an educational environment as it is easier to access a topic

when there is a positive relationship between the people involved. Connections between

teachers and students are going to develop, no matter what. Teachers can influence their

own approaches to students and how they create quality relationships. A relationship of

some sort always exists and the only question is what will the quality of those connections

be, and will they be nurturing or destructive for the people involved.

A child can learn in an environment where a teacher does not create a nurturing, relational

atmosphere. Most people can give examples of things they have learned although they

were afraid of or indifferent to a teacher. However, it is very, very difficult to learn deeply

in an environment in which the child is afraid or the child is disengaged. As Siegel (2020)

notes, “Experiences that involve little emotional intensity seem to do little to arouse focal

attention, and have a higher likelihood of being registered as ‘unimportant’ and therefore

of not being easily recalled later on. Events experienced with a moderate to high degree

of emotional intensity seem to get labelled as ‘important’ and are more easily remembered

in the future. If events are overwhelming and filled with fear, a number of factors may

inhibit the hippocampal processing of explicit memory, and therefore may block explicit

encoding and subsequent retrieval” (pp. 71-72). The most up-to-date understandings of

the neuropsychological bases for learning show the impact of the stress hormone cortisol

and the anti-stress hormones opioids and oxytocin on brain structures (Conkbayir, 2022;

O’Connor, 2013); in other words, children’s brains develop, and learning happens, in the

context of relationships (Siegel, 2020). Explicitly and mindfully centering relationships in the

classroom is a crucial aspect of the teachers job, since the teacher sets the emotional and

relational tone of the classroom as a role model, as well as as an authority figure.

Attachment theorists have identified different ‘attachment styles’ that we develop based

on our experiences of relationships in early childhood. These include secure, insecure-

ambivalent, insecure-avoidant and disorganised (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Main and Solomon,

1986). Decades of research (see O’Toole and Hayes, 2020 for an overview) has shown

that securely attached children expect the world to be comforting and supportive, and so
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approach new relationships with this expectation. Therefore, securely attached children

tend to behave prosocially in educational settings and invite future supportive relationships.

On the other hand, insecurely attached children and those with disorganised attachment

expect the world to be dangerous and unsupportive, and equally approach new

relationships with this in mind. Their approach to interactions may therefore reduce the

chances of forming positive relationships in educational settings the future. So we see that

all students need positive relationships with their teachers. However, for students who are

in insecure living situations or who only have loose relationships in their lives, relationships

are especially important if we want them to have a successful learning experience at

school. In more recent years we have come to understand that while early attachment

experiences are highly influential, attachment style can be fluid across the life-course,

depending on the availability of emotionally corrective experiences (Taylor, Rietschel,

Danquah and Berry, 2015). Attachment theory assumes four different adult attachment

styles: Anxious (or preoccupied), avoidant (or dismissive), disorganized (or fearful-

avoidant) and Secure. The attachment styles are a result of early childhood experiences

with primary caregivers, resilience and relational experiences in a life. Such experiences

are those in which a person with an insecure or disorganised attachment is given the

opportunity to discover that the world can in fact be comforting and supportive.They can

thereby rewrite the expectations underpinning how they behave in the world – and so

how the world responds to them. This gives hope to educators working with children who

have experienced a less than ideal start in life that there is a lot of potential. Promising

research avenues on children’s resilience have developed in recent decades and the effect

that one caring adult such as a warm, attuned, responsive educator can have on children’s

trajectories and life chances (e. g. Brohl, 2007). Teachers are well advised to reflect on their

own upbringing and attachment styles in order to create a professional relationship and

reactions towards students with a variety of different attachment styles.

Another strong argument for positioning relationships at the centre of educational

processes might be that relationships continuously develop, whether we acknowledge their

importance or not. Therefore, it is good advice to invest in these relationships and try to

ensure that the student-teacher relationship is the most positive it can be.

Next to these insights from research and academia, there are also legal arguments which

underline the importance of relationships: The United Nations Convention on the Rights of

Persons with Disabilities has been ratified by 185 countries so far. This means that the

states have the responsibility to ensure inclusion, accept diversity as the norm and adhere

to individual’s different needs in order to ensure equal opportunities for participation.

Relational education can be one way to put this political, legal and ethical goal into practice.

In order to ensure participation, we need to get to know the participants and their individual

needs. We need to build relationships in order to get to know them.

The German word ‘Beziehungsarbeit’ means the work and effort involved in developing

and sustaining a relationship. This does not have a direct translation in English, but it is
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a powerful concept because it helps educators understand that while relationships are

crucial to learning, they are not likely to develop to their full potential without significant and

mindful effort. This means that the relational element of the profession needs to be valued

to the same extent as other elements, such as the delivery of content. There needs to be

an allocation of resources such as time, personnel, equipment, space and money for the

creation of an accommodating atmosphere.

What is a relationship?

Having established that relationships are crucial for inclusive education, we now must ask

what is actually meant by ‘relationship’. The definition of ‘relationship’ in an educational

context is a very complex task. There are very different related fields such as Psychology,

Sociology, Philosophy, Education, Linguistics, Neuroscience, Political Sciences, activism

and empirical everyday experiences of educators, teachers and students that shed light

on different aspects of relationships. The challenge lies within combining very different

systems of knowledge production and translating into a more holistic understanding of

relationships.

There are many variables influencing “relationships” such as time, the number of parties

involved, the social contexts, belief systems or experiences in early childhood and later, to

name just a few. A relationship between two individuals is never isolated from the social

environment (Nowak-Łojewska et al., 2019). It is influenced by the relationship one has to

oneself, the primary caregivers, the environment and different social groups. It is influenced

by belief systems of the group(s) an individual belongs to. It is also influenced by the beliefs

an individual holds over what the counterpart in a relationship thinks of them and their

actions; as well as what they believe others outside of this specific relationship think of

them and their actions (Ryle and Kerr, 2022).

Although it is impossible to reduce a relationship to the actions, thoughts and beliefs

of two people, we can benefit from looking at relationships from this perspective to better

understand some of the dynamics underlying the process. The metaphor of a dance can

help us to reduce the phenomenon of relationships to an understandable size (Ryle and

Kerr, 2022). In the following paragraphs you can see some of the dance moves that would

characterise our relationship. While reading, keep in mind that our dance will always also be

influenced by the music, rhythm, our clothes, bodies, shoes, the floor, lighting, environment

and so on. It is important that we both can more or less predict the other’s moves so that

we don’t step on each others’ feet; rituals help us with these predictions. We should both

know whether we are dancing Halay, Waltz, Rock’n’Roll, Dabke, Step Dance or in Musical,…

but we will come back to that later.

Relationship as a dance between you and me

In the following paragraphs you will find some dance moves in the way they might be carried
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out in your classroom. You can put yourself in the position of student or teacher while

reading. Enjoy.

Our relationship is influenced by what I think you think of me and by what you think I think

of you. It is also influenced by what we think about what others think of us individually and

of our relationship.

Our relationship is established over time.

Based on the roles ascribed to us and our accumulated experiences with other people in

these roles, I make assumptions to predict how you will interact with me. I might assume

that you as my teacher are on my side or that you are looking for a reason to catch me out.

Our relationship is a dynamic process, our attitudes and rituals are subject to change.

My previous relationships have shaped how I expect you to be with me, and thus how I

react to you. Early in life, we learn how to “be” and what is expected of us in our relationships

with our primary caregivers. These relationships form templates for my future relationships

and influence how I interact with and react to you.

The way I see myself will influence the ways in which I can relate to you.

The culture of an organisation such as our school will influence how I am in our

relationship. So if I feel that I am part of our school and my voice and behaviours are

recognised and that they count, I will be more confident in our relationship.

The history of an institution will influence how I am in our relationship. For example, the

fact that Roma children were deported directly out of classrooms in Nazi-Germany, has an

effect on how families of survivors can be in relationships with schools and teachers.

I might try to form a relationship with you that mirrors the social templates ascribed to

our roles and the expectations that come along with them. Relationships are structured

by norms, conventions and (role) expectations that in turn are structured by narratives or

societies’ stories (Harari, 2018). As persons we never play just one role, our identities are

complex, fluid and dynamic, and they entail a variety of different reference points, points for

identification and might more often than not include aspects of contradictory beliefs and

values.

Having experienced humiliation and degradation, I might react with fear, hurt, shame,

anger, silence or violence if your behaviour reminds me of my past experience. I will see

your behaviour and communication, not your intention. If you seem to repeat or reaffirm a

stereotype other people hold against me or members of groups I identify with, I will protect

myself and my group. If I trust you, because I have seen you deconstructing rather than

reinforcing stereotypes, we might be able to criticise aspects of groups you and I identify

with together.

My sense of self is as important to me as my sense of community and belonging. If you

offer possibilities for identification and provide an atmosphere where I can develop a sense

of belonging, I will be stronger and more relaxed.

To return to the metaphor of the dance, the movements in our relational dance can also
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be understood in more general terms of symmetry and asymmetry as we can see in the

following paragraphs.

Symmetrical and asymmetrical relationships

Drawing on communication theory (Watzlawick, 2000) we can distinguish between

symmetrical and asymmetrical communication. We might as well distinguish relationships

for analytical purposes in these terms of symmetry and asymmetry. A symmetrical

relationship is characterised by the even distribution of the power to continue or discontinue

the relationship. An asymmetrical relationship is defined by the unequal distribution of

power. One party has more resources, more economic, cultural, social or identity capital

available than the other. In other words: while, for economic or structural reasons, one party

depends on the continuity of a relationship, the other party does not, or at least not to the

same extent.

The role of power in relationships

The fact that we cannot think of a relationship outside of (social) roles and how these roles

are ascribed to positions of power or the loss thereof leads us to reflect further on how

power structures outside the classroom filter in. Therefore, it is important to notice that

while we distinguished between symmetrical and asymmetrical relationships for analytical

purposes, an asymmetry is seldom or never complete. Intersectionality studies (Crenshaw

1989) have shown that some aspects of one’s identity might be associated with positions

of power, while others are historically and presently marginalised. We need to realise that

resources are unevenly distributed.

We have been talking about power in a rather simplifying way that helps us understand

relationships. For the purpose of this chapter, we conceptualise power as the degree to

which you can influence yourself and your environment. This in turn depends to a high

degree on your different forms of capital (Bourdieu 1997). Relationships are structured

by conventions and expectations that in turn are structured by a society’s narratives on

power. Capitalism, Colonialism, Patriarchy, Cis-Heteronormativity, Genderbinary, Ableism,

Social-Darwinism, Nationalism are some of the narratives or stories that structure our belief

systems and our access to resources.

Earlier on, we looked at symmetrical and asymmetrical relationships in terms of the

power to continue or discontinue the relationship. Now we see that this is not the only

power that structures our interactions.
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Example Case 2 – Being Angela Merkel

This is one of my first experiences as a teacher, where the tension of social power

relationships is almost tangible: After the terror attacks on the French newspaper ”Charlie

Hebdo“, solidarity was wide all over Europe and also in Germany, as the famous slogan “Je

suis Charlie“ shows. So, I decided to have a special class with my students on this sensible

topic. I thought about a decent way to address it, asking mostly questions: What do you know

about what happened? How do you feel about it? How can we as a class react to it?

As most media and the Senate of Berlin were in mourning and shock and even initiated a

minute of silence I expected to have a quite similar discussion in the classroom. To my

surprise, in the class I was working with, most students had completely different emotions

about it: A majority of my students identified as Muslim. They were angry, angry about the

media representation and about the top-down decision of German politics to give this attack

so much attention – while another terror attack in Lebanon only some days later didn’t get any

media coverage. That led to a discussion where I suddenly started to be seen mostly as a

representative of the state and thereby became the target of my student’s anger. Why do we

talk about this and not about other terror attacks? Why do you ask us to hold a minute of

silence?

That made me feel very uncomfortable and made me think. What could I – as the responsible

person for this lesson – have done better? Which underlying needs were not sufficiently

addressed? We had long discussions amongst colleagues – with the result that we now give

more space and talking time to the students and the political events they are concerned about.

We now define the classroom as a shared space where power structures become more

visible, not only in times of crises.

Simon Klippert, Combined Primary and Secondary School on the Rütli Campus, Berlin,

Germany

What is special about a relationship in a pedagogical context?

Similar to the relationship between a primary caregiver and a child, the relationship between

teacher and student is always asymmetrical. This is mostly due to the social roles, age,

developmental factors and the functions of school that include the socialisation and

qualification of students as well as the allocation to social positions and job opportunities –

the process of distribution of social positions and job opportunities (Fend 1980). However,

there are some democratic schools that try to establish fundamentally different

96 | RELATIONSHIPS IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION



distributions of roles and power. An example of this is the Sudbury Valley schools, where the

learners have a say, for example, in the employment of the pedagogical staff, even though

the realities on the ground may be more traditional than it seems (Filion Wilson, 2015).

The student-teacher relationship is characterised by the roles and the normative

expectations attached to the roles of student and teacher. While these are changing over

time and also differ in cultural contexts, we can identify some commonalities. Also

individual interpretations of how a teacher should be, behave like and think might differ

greatly across school forms, regions, legal frames and time, there is a common factor. In

public and private education, a teacher is an adult who gets paid for what they are doing.

Looking at teaching under the lens of paid labour offers the opportunity for the public,

who ultimately pays teachers, to expect professionalisation and in turn it allows teachers

and educators to limit the influence of these expectations to the sphere of work. Other

than the relationship with primary caregivers, the educational relationship aims at its own

abolition. So, the teacher’s job includes supporting the student to become more and more

independent and in the end not need them anymore.

To define a good pedagogical relationship, one lens is not enough. However, in a capitalist

society, where a great deal of recognition is distributed monetarily, this cannot be ignored.

In other words, where money and the flow of capital structure relationships, we need to look

at their influence.

What are the consequences of conceptualising the student-teacher relationship as
structured by power?

Recognising this is the first step to a better understanding of relationships and a possibility

to deepen them. If we acknowledge that our relationships are not only influenced by good-

will, intentions and personal (dis-)abilities, but rather a result of complex belief systems

and narratives, we can start analysing our own position and positionality. Many activists

and academics (Bourdieu 1997, Kilomba et al. 2005, Kilomba 2008, Essed 1990, Gomolla &

Radtke 2000 / Ha 2007 / Palzkill, Pohl & Scheffel 2020, Mecheril 1997 u.a.) have analysed

how these systems work in privileging some people while keeping others systematically

away from power, or even the most basic resources (e.g., clean water, shelter). Drawing on

these findings we can become aware of our own positionings within the social web. We

can limit the influence dehumanising narratives and structures have on our relationships.

We can get to know and become aware of our own and also our students’ positionalities

and traumas that might be associated with these. We can then in turn understand where a

relationship is asymmetrical due to one narrative (e.g., racism, gender binary) that positions

one person at the receiving end of discrimination and the other at the receiving end of

privileges (e.g., one cis-gendered and one trans* person). Teachers and educators are

professionals with a public responsibility. They also often have structural advantages as

shown above. The structural advantage in a partially asymmetrical relationship should be

used to increase the well-being of all. ‘With great power comes great responsibility’ or rather
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with great privileges in a professional educational environment comes great responsibility.

In the following paragraphs we will show how this might look like and summarise the

practical applications with a brief overview on what to do with this power.

A relational classroom as part of a democratic school culture

The work of Biesta (2012; 2013; Biesta and Säfström, 2023) highlights the potential for

education to become a location for democratic negotiation of a plurality of identities

(Keupp, 2008). Within the classroom setting, a relationship that is based solely on the

needs, wishes, power or dominance of one person (either teacher or student) in neglect of

those of the other is unlikely to work positively; rather, educational environments offering

both structure and support are most successful (O’Toole and Hayes, 2020). Traditional

teaching approaches based on authoritarian ideas only focused on the teachers’ and the

schools’ needs l to the neglect of those of the children and we are increasingly coming to

recognise that this at best limits learning (Gregory et al., 2010) and at worst can create

significant trauma and ‘symbolic violence’ for many people, particularly those who for

whatever reason (ableism, racism, etc) struggle to fit the mold prescribed by the teacher

or school (Bourdieu, 1990). Furthermore, children’s learning is equally limited by chaotic

settings where rules are unclear or non-existent, and no expectations are identified

(Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006).

Ideally an educational relationship should be a democratic space where multiple

identities, needs and strengths are negotiated (Biesta, 2012; 2013). In practice this can

include sharing responsibilities for the shared spaces like cleaning together (Okihara 2006).

Individual needs within the classroom will not always be in agreement with each other, and

a good educational relationship does not mean that everyone is always happy. Sometimes

it will mean negotiating conflict and the teacher will of course sometimes need to prod a

student out of their comfort zone to promote the next stage of learning (Hayes et al., 2023)

or reprimand students if their behaviour limits the development of themselves or others. In a

truly democratic approach to education, conflict is negotiated not avoided (O’Toole, Dowling

and McElheron, 2023). According to Biesta (2012; 2013), common action in education is

not reliant on total agreement, total consensus, or total sameness since that would destroy

the very plurality that is necessary for democracy. Relational inclusive education therefore

must focus on the shared good of all in the classroom and not just the pursuit of individual

agendas. However, a relational approach is also located within the potentially paradoxical

position that individual needs do still matter, and meeting children’s needs to facilitate

inclusion is not only important but an ethical imperative.

Practical Application

You might be asking yourself “what now?” I understand what a relationship is, I understand
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that relationships are crucial for inclusive education, I understand that I’ve got the power,

now what should I do with it? In the following paragraphs you can find ideas on how the

theory on relationships can be applied to a relational approach in the classroom in order to

ensure inclusion.

Back to the dance:

Very often I am with you as you are with me, so the notion of a dance is a useful one

because it helps us see that the steps I take impact on how you move in return. We hope

that by now you have realised that this cannot be understood in an action-reaction pattern.

You might think of societies’ narratives as the music to our dance that does not determine

our movements but seduces us to move with the rhythm and makes it harder to move

smoothly in a different rhythm. The shoes, the wheelchair, the floor can be thought of as

the economical frame-work. Ask yourself, do we both have equal means to engage in this

dance? What can we do to get there?

Here our co-author Simon, a practising teacher in Germany, shares some experience,

linking the theoretical background to his daily routine as a teacher:

See yourself & your role as a teacher

As a professional the starting point of professional acting always is oneself. Start

thinking of how you’ve been raised and what you stand for. Also, consider the power

structures (see above) that influence your role as a teacher in school: You have the power

to support individuals if you use your power wisely. Or you have the power to deeply destroy

somebody’s self-esteem.

So, talking about myself – I am a white middle-class male – I was deeply shocked at first

by just how different I was from most of my students and how much struggle this caused.

To be clear: Not mainly to me, but to my students: I was someone fitting in the design –

school settings are designed as white and middle class. But, for sure, I also have to admit,

as a teacher, I am the one who has to work with the challenges my students might have.

Even if as a single person, impact is always limited, as a teacher you have an opportunity

in your hands: the opportunity to make the lives of your students harder or to empower

them. If you do not consider yourself as someone with power in the relationship – even if

you do not want it – you will automatically reproduce injustice. So, define your role as a

teacher and define establishing relationships with your students as part of your role as a

teacher to use your power wisely.

Be humble & listen

If you want to listen to your students, you need to give space to their stories. These

stories can be part of your German or Science class, or they can take room in informal

situations such as breaks. They can be spread in the whole group or trustfully shared in a

direct conversation between teacher and student.
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As teachers, being the ones in a powerful position, we are used to people listening to

what we say. If you want to create a constructive relationship, it is necessary to listen to

your students, aiming at a better understanding of their living situations. Listen especially to

their social environment – their families and friends – and recognise their daily challenges.

If you know more about your students’ lives, you will have many more opportunities to link

your lesson to them. And you will have the chance to create a deeper understanding of what

they need, both as a learner and a personality.

This, for sure, should impact not only the individual level, but also requires systemic

change: Create new school subjects meeting your students’ needs, establish supportive

structures (e. g. anti-racist) in your schools.

Example Case – Talking about my son

On one of the first days I came back after my paternity leave, one of my colleagues asked if I

had already heard one of my students talking about my new born son. My colleague told me

the student was using a strong and hurtful swear word to refer to my son. That hurt me and I

started doubting the quality of the relationship I had built with my students. So how to react?

First, I took time to calm my nerves and made a plan to use the discussion about the word as a

class subject. Later, as I entered the classroom, the students were not anticipating that I was

about to write the swear word on the whiteboard in big letters. It felt somehow offensive, but I

just let the students comment on what this word caused in them. We talked about their

feelings and the origin of the word and of the impact it has been having. I did not mention that

I knew that one of my students used the word for my son, but he knew that I knew. At the end

of our common reflection, I told my class that I heard students at school calling my new born

son in this way: many of the students felt sorry for me and voiced their aversion to this

behaviour.

That same night, I got a message from the student: They deeply regretted their words and

apologised for their behaviour. The next day we had a really good talk about it: The abstract

use of an insulting word had become meaningful through our relationship. And this

relationship made it possible for them to change the future use of this problematic term.

Simon Klippert, Combined Primary and Secondary School on the Rütli Campus, Berlin,

Germany

Teacher as secure base: supporting positive behaviour in a relational
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classroom

In order to avoid incoherence and chaos, classrooms must have a grounding point, and we

argue that this should be rooted in a student-teacher relationship that offers some sense

of stability in an otherwise seemingly very unstable world. Attachment theory (Bowlby,

1973) identifies the adult as the “secure base from which to explore the world”, and in the

educational setting this positions the teacher as providing the foundational relationship that

helps ‘contain’ children’s anxieties (Harlow, 2021; Riley, 2011), providing them with ‘freedom

to learn’ (Rogers, 1969). As the adult and the professional in the relationship, this leaves

the teacher with responsibilities that come with inherent tensions and contradictions;

acknowledging the students’ individuality and at the same time not being dissolved by

different students’ individualities; maintaining and developing one’s own individuality but

ensuring to uphold and stand up for others’ individualities, pluralism and a sense of

community; and respectful negotiation of the tensions that arise when any diverse group of

people comes together (Treibel 2015).

Therefore, within educational approaches that centre on relationships, the teacher not

only can but must establish clear boundaries for what is okay and not okay in the

classroom. In relational classrooms, teachers hold children responsible for their own

behaviour, and support them to make choices that foster a warm, empathetic relational

environment (Gatongi, 2007). While rules can certainly be negotiated and agreed with the

children, it is the teacher’s responsibility to hold the line, call out behaviours that damage

the relational environment of the classroom as a whole, and implement a clear, transparent

system of consequences. In Simon’s example above, addressing inappropriate behaviour in

the context of the relationship allowed for the behaviour to be addressed without damaging

the relationship – in fact the relationship may have even been strengthened by this

experience. Ideas for holding the line in challenging situations can also be found in the

concept of confrontational pedagogy (e.g., Weidner). The negotiation of rules is of similar

importance. Boyer (2016) recommends a group or class mission statement, renegotiated

regularly. In this regard, it is important, however, to keep in mind the differences between

consequences and punishment. Consequences are about preservation of the relationship

through restorative practice and reparations; punishment is about re-establishing power

and dominance. Within a relational frame, intervention strategies should have a triple focus:

1) on the person that is being harmed by a behaviour, 2) on the person showing disruptive

behaviour, and 3) on the group and the classroom discourse influencing the group.

Approaches that focus on communication and support the relational classroom can be

found in systemic pedagogy (e. g. “Authority without violence” Omer et al. 2002 or Lemme

et al. 2019).

Stability is of central importance in a relational approach, but it is worth repeating that

this does not mean avoiding conflict. In the attachment-based concept of ‘rupture and

repair’, ‘rupture’ to a relationship can be both overt (i.e., direct hostility, sarcasm) and covert
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(i.e., disengaged silences, eye rolling, physical withdrawal) (Maramosh, 2015). While rupture

is likely to occur in settings where spaces and norms are negotiated (Treibel 2015), it does

not have to be feared. Combined with ‘repair’ as an integral part, the concept of rupture and

repair offers an orientation for the negotiation of needs and wishes in the classroom. Repair

can happen in many different ways (Maramosh, 2015), and restorative practice is one of

the practical tools to integrate this in an educational context. Concrete ideas can be found

on the Website of the Department of Education Minnesota, e. g., the “Restorative Practices

Trainer’s Guide Training Activities” and the “Practices of a Restorative School” (ideas for

German speakers can be found in Grabe 2014). The key point in a relational approach

is that children need to know that even if a teacher needs to impose consequences for

behaviour, this does not mean the end of the relationship, it can be repaired. Considering the

power dynamics in the student-teacher relationship and the asymmetry, the responsibility

for initiating the process of repair lies with the teacher.

Example Case – “By far the best teacher!“

One afternoon, a teacher sees a fight between two students in a school corridor, one threatening

the other verbally and physically. The teacher tries to stop them with words, but doesn’t seem to

have an impact. He decides to intervene by shouting harshly at the aggressor to stop him, and

this works. After the teacher had banned the aggressor from the school by sending him home

for the day, he tries to help the student who got hurt. The next day, the teacher is out walking in

the neighbourhood with a friend, when all of a sudden, he meets the aggressor in the street, also

walking around with one of his friends. The student waves and shouts friendly from a distance:

Hey teacher, how are you? Then proudly and unironically says, turning to his friend: “He really is

by far the best teacher!“

Simon Klippert, Combined Primary and Secondary School on the Rütli Campus, Berlin,

Germany

The concept of rupture and repair is also echoed in the person-centred concept of

“unconditional positive regard” (Rogers, 1995). Regard for the person is non-negotiable.

Therefore, awareness for condemning acts and never a person is central to the relationship.

A teacher with a relation-centred approach should never threaten the loss of the relationship

as this is recognised as an existential crisis for the child. Again, acceptance and

unconditional regard for the child in an educational setting does not mean that all
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behaviours are to be accepted – it is possible to identify behaviour as inappropriate or

damaging while still retaining respect and regard for the child as a fellow human being with

needs and feelings, strengths and challenges, just like adults (Gatongi, 2007; O’Toole and

Hayes, 2020). Boyer (2016) reiterates this point: “We accept all students unconditionally, but

not all behaviour is safe, kind, forgiving, or loving. The [teacher] must consider the mental

health and physical safety of all students and set appropriate limits“ (p. 344).

In the context of a book on inclusion, it is important to note that children with experiences

of trauma and high-risk situations are particularly dependent on continuous and grounding

relationships with their professional educators and other adults (Harlow, 2021). We stand in

need of a critical debate on manipulative, exclusionary and labelling educational methods

that appear to provide short-term success but attribute the reason for classroom

disruptions to children and adolescents alone, while neglecting the role of adults and

the broader social power structures in it. For example, O’Toole (2019) notes that current

approaches to ‘wellbeing’ can lead to ‘toxic positivity’ when students are continually told

to be happy, or when we demand resilience in the face of genuine challenges, rather than

supporting students with the resources needed. Feeling anxious, upset, disengaged or

even aggressive may be a meaningful or even life preserving response to the child’s life

circumstances and should not be pathologised but rather met with compassion within a

boundaried and stable relationship.

Relational systems

Throughout this chapter we have touched on the idea that relationships in a school setting

will be impacted by other relationships the participants have within and outside the school

setting, but it is worth explicitly exploring this idea. There is a chain of activity that

individuals drag with them across settings (Slesnick et al., 2007), and children in the modern

world have an increasingly complex range of settings full of fluidities and disruptions to

negotiate (Jackson and Barnett 2019; Bauman 2000). Different settings may operate under

different religious, moral, ethical, and social norms and expectations so that a multitude

of narratives is continually negotiated by learners. These are negotiations regarding who

they are and who they are becoming within potentially contrasting roles, relationships,

expectations and experiences (O’Toole et al. 2019; Keupp et al. 2008). Teachers are never

only teachers, they are sisters, friends, football players, queers, are being (dis-)abled,

migrantised, awarded privileges and discriminated against. In the same way as students

are never only students, people’s identities are complex processes in continuous (re-

)construction. Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) maintain that learning and development

is enhanced when there are linkages across the various settings in which children live

their lives so that they can recognise and predict the behaviours of others, and their own

strengths, skills, identities and understandings are transferable. In contrast, they proceed

with caution, if movement between such settings (e. g. home and school) involves an
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intolerable level of disjuncture; then their learning and development can be disrupted. For

example, when there are differences between home culture and expected school culture

in terms of beliefs and practices, such as the use of body language, clothing, greeting

rituals, kisses, hugs, or waving hands or the use of derogatory language, there is a potential

for misunderstanding. A child might be seen as misbehaving in one context, when her

behaviour would be acceptable in a different context. Since culture is in many ways invisible

when we are immersed within it, educators’ attempts to support children to behave

positively are often guided by biases and assumptions of which the educator is

unconscious (O’Toole and Hayes, 2020).

Therefore, it is crucial to understand the student-teacher relationship within the context

of systems of relationships. To clarify, the direct student-teacher relationship is highly

influenced by all the other relationships in the lives of both the teacher and the child,

particularly the relationships that can be observed, that is the other relationships occurring

within the school. According to Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006), one of the most crucial

relationships from the child’s perspective in this regard is that between the parent/guardian

and the teacher as this provides a linkage and point of reference across the transitional

boundary between home and school. The psychological concept of social referencing

shows that children take their cues from adults on how they should feel and behave in

uncertain situations (Berk, 2018). If parents and teachers seem to get on well and have

mutual respect, this supports children to transition from home to school and feel safe.

In terms of inclusion, links and relationships between home and school are equally

important for linguistic and cultural identity. Support structures for families are sometimes

based on ‘socialisation’ (Hornby and Lafaele, 2011; O’Toole et al., 2019) whereby schools

attempt to shape parental attitudes and practices so that they facilitate and meet the needs

of the educational setting or of the broader society. This can create a jarring sense of

disjuncture for children. As Derrington (2007) points out, the most successful inclusive

schools do not force children to choose between multiple identities (e. g. the culture or

language of the home and the dominant culture) but rather allow the child to be both or

more. Relationships between children and teachers are rooted in the relationships both

have with family and community. Sometimes values a school tries to convey might be

opposed to the values a child is asked to adopt at home or in a particular community.

We suggest to extend the distinction between the act and the person drawn before to

a distinction between the values of a person and the person, when it comes to children

in the formative years. Their values are still in development. As teacher: Try to say ‘that

is not okay’ rather than ‘you are not okay’. And even more importantly, try to amplify

students’ options for identification rather than limiting them, by creating positive frames

for identification and providing possibilities for stable relationships with and amongst

students (Render 2014); providing relationships in which conflict and disagreements don’t

threaten the continuation of the relationship (Treibel 2015). Behavioural norms have to be a

negotiation between students and teachers and change with time and age. Upholding core
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values such as equality and dignity is the teachers responsibility throughout and beyond

these negotiations.

How can critical self-reflection inform relational practice?

In order to ensure that the relational culture within the classroom is not solely dominated

by the personal and cultural background of the teacher, it is crucial for teachers to engage

in regular critical self-reflection, studying their own positionality and what ‘steps’ they

bring to the ‘dance’. In doing so, we may realise that while we cannot control the steps

danced by our students, we do have influence on our own steps and so in turn, within

a dynamic relationship, we influence others. In engaging in critical self-reflection as a

relational practice, it is important to realise that we are never outside of society, nor of

power. Therefore, critical self-reflection is necessary for egalitarian inclusive education

(Messerschmidt 2011). For some teachers, this could mean the need to relearn everything

about the centrality of their own identity, and active, mindful work to ensure they are

listening to the children not only in the classroom but also incorporating their background

and their communities. Consideration of power differentials will need to be revisited and

relearned repeatedly. As a teacher you must be open to listening to challenges the children

are facing, and you must also be humble and recognise when things are strange to you

and you are strange to them. Thinking about privilege is a starting point to thinking about

establishing relationships that are supportive of learning, and it is important to mindfully

move beyond simple reproduction of our own school experiences. Identities are more

fluid than they once were – many traditional guiding structures of society (patriarchy,

colonialism, nationalism) are increasingly being deconstructed, and a teacher is no longer

supposed to tell a child what to be – ‘be like this or you’ll get in trouble’. Rather there are

more negotiated spaces than ever before, and critical self-reflection allows the teacher to

make explicit and break down the assumptions they bring to the relationship, as in example

case 2. We also need to avoid thinking in terms of overgeneralised groups and genuinely

get to know the individual child – a real relationship does not mean making a homogenous

group out of your students but rather seeking the story of the individual person, their

aspirations, thoughts, identities.

Another important stance to facilitate critical self-reflection is the understanding that

I as the teacher may have needs of my own that I am seeking (attention, recognition,

friendship…), perhaps inappropriately, to meet through the relationship with my students.

Critically self-reflective teachers must ask themselves: Am I seeking a student’s approval

or proximity to satisfy my ego or strengthen my student’s independence? Am I introducing

myself as an irreplaceable part of the student’s life and if so, reflecting on asymmetries, do

I have the resources and am I willing to maintain the relationship, even when the student

does not meet my expectations and confronts me with extreme violence or emotional

needs? Do I or does my behaviour suggest a relationship (e. g. the relationship to a friend or
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a primary caregiver) that I am not able or willing to follow up on? Will it be easier for me to

distance myself from the relationship, because in the end I go on holidays with my friends

or family and the child is left with theirs? The power of relationships means that we must

be mindful of the boundaries of these relationships. It is never the responsibility of the child

to manage the emotions of the adult teacher, and equally, there may be areas of the child’s

life in which the teacher does not have a central role to play.

The Principles of the Reckahn Reflections might be of use to support critical self-

reflection. “1. Children and youth are addressed and treated with appreciation 2. Teachers

and educational professionals listen to children and adolescents. […] 5. Teachers and

educational specialists are aware of the interests, joys, needs, difficulties, pains and

sorrows of children and adolescents. They consider their concerns and the subjective

meaning of their behaviour.”

What to do with the power?

Here are some ideas, feel free to add, change, comment and compliment!

• Become aware of our strengths and power and (re-)appropriate it for social change.

• Be an amplifier: make others’ voices heard

• Be a filter on the way to an equal society without discrimination: help discriminatory

language become a background noise rather than the dominant tone (classroom as

discourse)

• Distinguish between intervention and prevention. The first aiming at protecting

somebody or something during acts of violence, the second aiming at educating kids

and reducing violent, harmful, discriminatory behaviour altogether.

• Don’t use the discontinuity of a relationship as a threat

• Condone the act not the person

• Be a good example, use restorative practice as a form to restore relationships and

rebuild trust. In comparison to forgiveness, restorative practice offers a way to keep

the self-respect instead of instilling shame or guilt in a party

• Apologise, if you have harmed somebody

• Don’t apologise for upholding pluralism and mutual respect as values

• Establish and maintain the relationship. It’s your duty as teacher

• Keep in mind to be humble, you don’t know everything

• Create appropriate and accessible communication channels with your students and

their families

• Always see the individual person and treat different people differently

• Take into account the power structures in your wording and decision-making

• Be clear and transparent and have high expectations

• Care for your students, their stories and their development
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• Believe in your students and show them that you want them to reach their goals

What are the challenges and barriers to putting relationships at the centre of
educational practice?

While relationships are crucial to good inclusive practice in education, they are not always

easy to put first, in part because of the inappropriate narrative, addressed above, that

relationships exist somehow outside of the ‘real’ work of the teacher which is sometimes

framed as content-delivery. Initial Teacher Education (ITE) at university (in Germany, Ireland,

Italy and many other countries) often focuses on content: theories on literature or on

science, theories on didactics or development. There is often one crucial missing point:

student teachers in many jurisdictions are often not trained in how to interact on a personal

level with a group of students. They do not learn how to create relationships as a basis

for successful learning at schools. So, many teachers indicate that when they first start

working at schools, they have to learn this while already on the job. And – for some teachers

who may have been born and raised so differently from most of their students this can feel

like an exhausting job. Because relationships are always individual, teacher education must

provide general skills, and placement activities should focus on relationship building as well

as specific instructional activities. Otherwise, early-career teachers can emerge from ITE

with little sense of relationship-building as central to their role, and / or with inadequate

skills to do the actual work of relationship-building.

These issues can become exacerbated as teachers progress through their careers. In

many jurisdictions, teachers are under increasing pressure to meet academic outcomes

and sometimes to disregard more holistic understandings of children’s learning. Teacher

working time often does not include time to invest in relationships. For example, in spite

of the evidence in favour of home visits to support learning (Soule and Curtis, 2021; Soule,

2020) in many cases if a teacher visits a student’s family at home to better understand their

living situation and to provide appropriated learning settings at school, the teacher does

this in their free time. We argue that relational work should be considered as part of the

job description of teachers. Establishing a constructive relationship demands effort and

time, and teachers must factor in the time to do the “Beziehungsarbeit” (work of building

relationships) – to foster the students’ reflections and to tutor them in the process as well

as time to reflect on themselves as teachers and a professional self-concept, privileges and

power-sharing. Of course, this has implications for policy, too, because teachers cannot

simply manufacture more time, and workplace roles do not happen in a vacuum outside

of considerations of pay and working conditions. For teachers, school leaders and policy-

makers, it is vital to centralise relationships in education, and to see building relationships

as a key role within the profession of being a teacher. The European Unions for Education
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and Teachers play a vital role in shaping policies towards humane working conditions

for teachers and educators that in turn make relational approaches an integral part of

education.

Lastly, one of the biggest barriers to a relational approach in the classroom is the

emotional labour involved for teachers and the potential for burnout. A teacher who invests

in relationships can run the risk of caring so much for students, often with little structural

support, that their self-care is neglected. This is unlikely to have positive outcomes for

anyone involved and in order to be able to meet the needs of students, the needs of

teachers must also be met: “Teachers are best able to serve students when they themselves

have been adequately served” (Sergiovanni, 2005, p. 101). Therefore, we must emphasise

that drawing personal boundaries is not in opposition to a relational approach; in fact,

setting boundaries is a necessary pre-condition to being able to appropriately engage in

relationships with students. There is no such thing as the ‘perfect’ teacher, and we draw

on Winnicott’s (1953) idea of the ‘good enough’ parent to advocate for the ‘good enough

teacher’; teachers who reflect on the impact of power structures within the classroom, who

recognise the importance of relationships and do the work to build them, who understand

their own needs and boundaries, who practice self-care and who perhaps do not always get

things right, but are willing to work through ‘rupture and repair’.

Conclusion: Making use of key concepts of relational approaches for
developing inclusive educational practices

1. Often the social aspect is seen as an add-on in classroom-situation, while many

studies show the opposite is true: the state of well-being is the basis for successful

learning.

2. Relationships create a link between different people to create an atmosphere of well-

being over many years. If I create opportunities to get to know each other that are

grounded in the lifeworld of students, I create references that might be helpful to

support them in their learning processes. When I know about the interests of a child, I

can try to implement topics. That also applies to group dynamics. Just keep in mind

not to appropriate their identities that also need protection. Learn something about

their views, listen to them and invite local representatives of these (sub-)cultures to

your classes.

3. Each relationship is part of a constellation of other relationships. The student-teacher

relationship takes place in the context of the relationships between children and their

family and community, teachers’ relationships with the child’s family and community,

and teacher’s relationships with their own family and community. Relationships are

interactive, dynamic and multi-directional.

4. All students need to feel recognised as individuals, but the cultivation of good
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pedagogical relations is especially important for students with unsecure living

situations and looser relationships. They are particularly dependent on continuous

and grounding relationships with their professional educators.

5. Creating relationships with your students does not only make you more knowledgable

about their interests; knowing something about their lives means also knowing about

their negative experiences, fears and trigger points. In crisis situations, you can rely on

the relational bound to lift students up again to prevent conflicts.

6. Relationships are structured by power, and it is crucial for teachers to engage in

critical self-reflection on their own role in the asymmetry of the student-teacher

relationship.

7. Teachers establish the secure base from which students explore their learning.

Behavioural norms in the classroom must be set by teachers, with clear boundaries

and expectations, and consequences that address the behaviour but never threaten

the removal of the relationship.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=371#h5p-19

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Consider the approaches you currently use to leverage the power of relationships in

your teaching. What can you actively do to more successfully build relationships with

your students?

• Have you considered the impact of power on relationships in your classroom? Reflect

on your own positionality and privilege / lack of privilege and think about what impact

that might have on the relationships in your classroom.
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INCLUSIVE EDUCATION AND THE
CHALLENGE OF MENTORING THROUGH
DIALOGUE - REACHING OUT TO ONE
ANOTHER

Ines Boban; Dror Simri; and Linjie Zhang

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=434#oembed-1

Example Case

“Once when Dror was working with teachers who were trying to adopt dialogic mentoring as

part of the school’s educational work plan, a 43-year-old teacher asked him: “On what exactly

do you expect me to talk to a 13-year-old girl about? What do we have in common besides the

lessons? We have nothing in common.” Dror asked her: “Were you once 13 years old? Are you

both part of a family? Are you also a daughter? Do you also have relationships with your parents

and siblings? Do you both experience fears, hopes, dreams, failures, successes? Are you both

human? Dror also added: “Would you have been glad at the age of 13, that someone would be

interested in all of these beyond being busy with classes and exams? There was a short silence

and then the teacher said, “I never felt seen when I was 13 and for many years after. It caused

me much pain and it left deep scars.”

Dror Simri, education counsellor and family and couples therapist, Israel
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Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

• What is Dialogic Mentoring?

• In which way is Dialogic Mentoring a humanistic existential challenge?

• Why is mentoring important for schools and especially a key-element for inclusive

settings?

• How does Dialogic Mentoring work?

• What are the benefits of Dialogic Mentoring?

There are also many more questions, connected to Dialogic Mentoring, that will be uncovered

during this chapter.

Introduction to Topic

“Be yourself. No matter what they say” (Sting). When focused on inclusive education Stings

words sound so right and obvious, but often they are very hard to fulfil. Especially in parts

of a lifetime spent in institutions with rigid policies like many of the educational systems we

know. Policies that lead to the phenomenon that teachers are driven to pay more attention

to teaching subjects and inflicting discipline than to acknowledging children as whole and

unique human beings. A situation that stacks obstacles that makes it hard to realise the

inclusive goal.

Children and teenagers are busy in their everyday life with countless existential

questions. Questions related to identity, values, morality, meaning. Addressing these

questions means acknowledging children as whole human beings. Who addresses these

issues in schools today? Who supports the students while they are engaged in the process

of building their identity, consolidating values, dealing with moral dilemmas, and defining

personal goals? This is where mentoring comes in. It is impossible to think that students

can make the most of learning and developmental processes when such essential

questions remain unnoticed and unanswered.

The idea that we can teach and educate children without being interested in their unique

world, without paying attention to their mental, emotional, and social situation, without

paying attention to relations, sounds impossible. At the heart of this chapter is the

assumption that paying attention to relations is a critical aspect in achieving educational

aims especially when dealing with inclusive education. Making room for attention to
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relations is the way to focus on our students as whole human beings. We are suggesting

that via professional mentoring this absence can be restored.

This chapter deals with mentoring; a term used in many fields but without a clear

definition. You might have come across mentors in the education system in many forms.

Students who volunteer to be mentors to younger ones in order to support them to settle in

and adjust to school. Something like riding a tandem instead of riding the difficult “singles”

of the school world alone. Sometimes mentors will be staff members who help students

plan careers that are appropriate to the school’s standards and expected by the institution.

However, none of these focus on the student as a subject. Would it be nice, as a student, to

be in a professional relationship with a staff member who is dedicated to helping you find

and define yourself no matter where your dreams, ideas or goals may go? This could be a

game changing role for adults in schools that intend to be inclusive places.

We chose to define mentoring as a collaborative relationship that is reciprocal and is

aimed at supporting personal development and growth. In the chapter we introduce a

mentoring model that follows this definition and was developed in Israel in the Hadera

Democratic School (H.D.S.) – called “dialogic mentoring.” Apart from being democratic, the

H.D.S. is also inclusive. It has, among its students and staff, those with special educational

needs, new immigrants and religious students and teachers Jewish and Muslim. We are

introducing Dialogic Mentoring because it is a well-established model and has proven itself.

The model was adopted in full or in part in many schools in Israel.

Dialogic Mentoring is a call for change in the relations between teachers and students

as a new pedagogical approach. It focuses on relations because of the understanding

that relations are the base for any kind of mutual learning process and the base for

applying efficient and beneficial support processes. In order to do so, Dialogic Mentoring

acknowledges the negative effect on school life and school culture of existing power

relations between children and teachers and challenges them. It sees children of all ages

as whole human beings and tries to put down the cultural “age barrier” that divides children

and grownups. We introduce Dialogic Mentoring as a humanistic existential challenge, a

new educational support role and a unique way to put human rights into action.

Key aspects

What is behind Dialogic Mentoring?

Dialogic Mentoring is structured on three levels. It is essential to understand and

acknowledge them as a starting point.

● A: Recognition of children as unique whole human beings. That means accepting

them as unique, independent, autonomous, sovereign beings that have a rich mental world,

have views and understandings about life, have values, commitments, goals, fears, hopes

and many unresolved questions.
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● B: Dialog as a means of building relations. Dialog in the sense of an interpersonal

engagement that encompasses the whole dimensions of human experience. That is driven

by curiosity, humbleness and empathy, that acknowledges and accepts the otherness of

every person. This involves not seeing the otherness as an obstacle, but rather as an

advantage. Doing our best to engage each other with the whole of our being.

● C: The importance of allowing every person to exercise their freedom so they can

fulfil and enjoy their full human potential.

If we take into account, the normative experience of most school lives this ABC of

Dialogic Mentoring may seem like a big challenge. Nevertheless, as we go on with the

details of the model it’s necessity and its benefits will be clear. Figure 1 below shows that

D.M. is at the heart of inclusive education and is part of reaching out to one another.

Dialogic Mentoring – A humanistic existential challenge?

To describe this challenge, imagine these ‘simple’ actions and attitudes in contexts of

schools – they make clear what Dialogic Mentoring is about (see also Fig. 2) (Simri， 2020):

● Dialogic Mentoring is about the will to see. To see the people around us. To have the

courage to see the whole of their existence.

● Dialogic Mentoring is about the will to hear. Hearing the words and hearing what is

behind them, around them, hearing what is not said, but is implicit.

● Dialogic Mentoring is about agreeing to be a witness to what our students feel,

experience and do. Witnessing without judgement or criticism.

● Dialogic Mentoring is about wanting, a real deep wanting, to connect to each other.

To put into action our natural tendency for affinity, even though we understand that each

one of us is different, completely unique and that we will never be able to experience and

fully understand their way of seeing, understanding and experiencing the world.

● Dialogic Mentoring is about accepting the complexity of things. Understanding and

knowing that behind what we see and hear there is always something more waiting to be

seen, to be found, to be heard. Something waiting to be understood, to be recognised.

Figure 1: What Dialogic Mentoring is about (own figure)
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Dialogic Mentoring is the understanding that it is our duty as grownups, who made the

choice to work with children, to stand up to these challenges and try to see and hear

what hides inside the inner world of students. What is hiding there that is important to

them, whatever their age may be? Understanding that it is important to the student to

be acknowledged and appreciated not only as a student but as a whole human being.

Understanding that each person has a gift to give the world, but it will only be given if we

make the effort to find it, if we assure them, they are safe.

This is why our curriculum, at least part of it, even a small part of it, should be dedicated to

making the effort to find out what is there that our students want us to see, want us to hear.

We should remember that what is hidden in their inner world is not all about pain, confusion

and sorrow; it is also about new ideas, creations, special and unique points of view. It holds

information, wonders, and knowledge that are important to be recognised not only for the

benefit of the student but also for the benefit of all.

When we concentrate on seeing and hearing each other as whole human beings, as

subjects that hold information that are very important to be heard, what usually emerges are

acceptance, closeness, empathy, altruism and love. This is the important piece, the magic

of dialogic mentoring.

When this kind of relationship exists, normally creativity appears, the ability to learn new

things, find new interests and a greater understanding. We feel seen and safe. We build

confidence in the possibility to shape our reality. We find that we can clearly determine

what is important for us, and we find it is easier to achieve. In this state of being we
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most commonly feel moments of joy, connection and a deep and meaningful feeling of

existence.

The main tool that enables us to achieve such relations is the dialog as it is presented

in the philosophy of Martin Buber. In his view, dialog is understood as a space of existence

formed by the relations between the “I” and the world around it. From this point of view

the “I” does not exist as a separate entity. His existence is the outcome of the affiliation

between him and what surrounds him. The way we perceive and relate to whatever is

around us defines our state of being. It will determine what kind of “I” will be present at that

moment. An “I” that encompasses our whole being or just a part of it.

If we relate to a person in front of us in a superficial way, the “I” that we shall experience

at that moment will also be a partial and superficial one. On the other hand, if we relate to

it as a whole human being, the “I” we will experience will be a whole one. For example, if

a teacher is trying to teach a young student addition, the teacher will see her/him just to

that extent – a young student to teach addition to. The teacher will perceive the student

in a shallow way and be partially aware of her/his whole existence as noted above. In this

case the teacher will also experience herself/himself in a very shallow way. She/he will

experience her/his being partially – she/he reduces her/his being only to a teacher that

wants to teach a student addition. However, if she/he perceives the student as a whole

human being, she/he will pay attention to how she/he behaves and reacts. She/he will pay

attention to her/his words, expressions, and body language. She/he will really care about

what is going on inside her/him. What are her/his thoughts? Is she/he happy? Is she/he

afraid? Is she/he open to learning or bothered about something? If she/he will remember

that she/he is a unique miracle of nature – one of her/his kind, she/he will experience the

student for the whole of her/his existence and so she/he will experience her/his own whole

being. All of her/his mental, emotional, physical abilities will awaken and be present.

When this happens a very special experience of existence appears. An experience that

brings forth what was described above. This is the experience we are looking for when

we talk about Dialogic Mentoring. This state of being is not easy to achieve and is hard

to maintain for a long time. In order to create it we have to make an effort. We need to

be focused on remembering our aim and to be aware of our mental and emotional state

during the interaction. When we succeed in creating and maintaining these moments, they

will yield what was described above.

If in our school, all through the day, all the mentors and teachers aspire to create such

moments the whole school becomes a dialogic sphere. It will become a space of existence

that will allow deep listening, an experience of connection and an awakening of creativity,

involvement, and responsibility.

Figure 2: What influences a mentee? (own figure)
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What does this new educational support role look like?

Dialogic Mentoring compiled parts of existing support roles and put them together to form

a new educational support role that is based on the three principles ABC described above.

The mentor creates for the mentee and herself/himself an intimate and safe space.

She/he is there to help in any situation. These components are found in parenthood and

friendship. The mentor creates relations based on equality and mutuality like in a

friendship. She/he has experience and maturity like their parents. She/he acts from an

empathic standpoint, uses mentalisation, and frequently reflects like therapists would do.

She/he supports self-realisation and inner growth processes, goal setting and finding a

way to fulfil them – in a way therapists and coaches do.

However a Dialogic Mentor is not the parent of the mentee, or a friend. She/he is not

a therapist or a coach. She/he does not hold the responsibility of parents and does not

substitute them. She/he is not entangled emotionally with the mentee like very often family

relations are. She/he is not in competition with the mentee like friends often are and she/

he does not take part in the mentees adventures of growing up. She/he does not diagnose

the mentee, or meet her/him in a strict setting detached from life, but is a witness helping

the mentee reflect and act in everyday life. A Dialogic Mentor helps the mentee determine

120 | INCLUSIVE EDUCATION AND THE CHALLENGE OF MENTORING THROUGH DIALOGUE - REACHING OUT TO ONE
ANOTHER



their own goals and acquire tools to fulfil them – and she/he concentrates on the process

and not the potential results as Figure 3 clusters:

Figure 3: Aspects of Dialogic Mentoring (own figure)

How is Dialogic Mentoring connected to Human Rights?

When the relations between all that attend school are open and equal (but not symmetric),

when personal freedom is guarded, when everybody is acknowledged and can feel safe,

dignity is being realised to its full extent and human rights are put into action.

Figure 4: Human Rights – a frame for Dialogic Mentoring (own figure)
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Human rights, constantly evolving, serve has been an enduring guiding principle. From

time to time, this statement is specifically updated and made more concrete by various

agreements and treaties, such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990).The

goals of Dialogic Mentoring are shaped by the children’s rights framework.

Why is Dialogic Mentoring important for a democratic transformation of
schools?

Most societies are following a pyramidal logic as if there were always levels to reach, higher

steps to long for and linear climbing to get somewhere in a top position. Riane Eisler (Eisler,

2015, 2017; Eisler & Fry, 2019) calls this the ideology of a “domination culture.” Figure 5

presents this logic on the left side and shows some elements it consists off – all serving

structural violence:

Figure 5: The transforming shape of Dialogic Mentoring from pyramids to circles (own

figure)
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Constructing different levels and certificates as if everyone has to follow a ‘holy’ curriculum

and fulfil certain standardised efforts to climb up and reach high levels by overcoming tests

by being categorised and compared to a set-up cohort. To set up groups is seen as reducing

the complexity and helps to define a frame for competition, so rankings can be used for

segregation and separation. To keep this system working, it needs judgements, including

rewards and awards. In the tradition of ‘old authority’ (Omer, 2016) they use not only tokens

and punishments but all kinds of ‘motivating’ stories to challenge children and focus their

will towards materialistic success. One daily materialistic story told while pushing through

the pyramid says, ‘Time is money!’ All kinds of ‘…isms’ (adultism, fascism, sexism, racism,

…) are nurtured by this up-climbing vision. Here teachers are valued for having their class in

their grip … and push or pull their students to the highest level reachable in this certificate

dominated logic – to reach their full ‘human capital’, this is also used later for the labour

market. As all societies are patterned on a dominator model, in which human hierarchies

are ultimately backed up by force or the threat of force. We see that spaces of education

and how they are structured and filled play an essential role.

In a hierarchical context ‘mentoring’ will always be a tool to optimise human resources

but never Dialogic Mentoring. In a structure like this ‘inclusion’ is just a term that must be

added without disturbing the dominant patterns.

What if the story is changed in “Time is life; life is time” (Korten, 2015; 83)? What if there

is no pyramid to climb to the top by being ‘excellent’ and leave all other competitors as

‘mediocre’ or ‘weak’ ones behind? What if the narrative of progress in the domination model

with fear and suppression is replaced by a partnership model with empathy and respect

(Eisler, 2000, 2003, 2004, 2015, 2017)?

Instead of simplifying the educational process by cutting off the complexity, it’s important

to see the beauty of being different and equal like Dialogic Mentoring does.

To really practise an inclusive life in schools Dialogic Mentoring would be the core

element to find transformation steps towards a common philosophy as shown on the right

side of Figure 5: If all agree that there is no pyramid to fit into but we can all stay on the

ground in different fields. This is displayed in Figure 5 above as the round circles.

Students labelled as having special educational needs confront many challenges apart

from their academic duties. This can harm the studying process and hurt their

achievements and development academically, socially, mentally and emotionally.

Thus, it is very important to find an opportunity for them to receive support and

assistance so they will be relieved and encouraged. Dialogic Mentoring enables us to deal

with that. In order to make that happen, Dialogic Mentoring in education has to widen the

scope of subjects brought to the mentoring relations.

Commonly, we talk with our students about their formal learning issues, their grades, and

their behaviour in class and school. However, they have a full life that many times is more

challenging, interesting and intensive than school. The mentoring process will benefit if it is

possible for the mentee to bring his whole self into the mentoring.
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As stated before, children have a rich mental world. Very often, they experience pain,

confusion and emotions they do not completely understand. All of these influence their

everyday life and there is no way of supporting them without bringing them into

consideration. Society delivers the message that achievements in school are important,

so what happens when a student is challenged by everyday life in a way that disturbs his

schooling. How does it influence him? Who is there to assist him aside from his peers?

That task can be dealt with by mentoring. So let us decide to change the story (Korten,

2015) and move away from the norms that led to hurt and crisis to a story that carries

into a welcoming future. According to David Korten (2023): “Humans are Earth’s ultimate

choice-making species. Our decisions have defining consequences for the whole of Earth’s

community of life.”

His description of the necessity of awareness about the stories we use underlines what

Riane Eisler analyses as serving either a domination system or heading for a partnerist

context – and it connects with all intentions to decolonise education. So, there is no doubt

where Dialogic Mentoring belongs when David Korten (2023) writes under the chapter title

“Sharing an Authentic Narrative”:

“We fail to recognise the tyranny for what it is because we live in a trance state induced by

a Sacred Money and Markets cultural narrative that shapes our collective understanding of

our world and our choices as a species. It is based on two foundational assumptions:

1. Because we humans are by nature self-centred, materialistic, and inherently

competitive, the wealth of the society is best maximised by channelling these natural

instincts to beneficial ends through unrestrained market competition.

2. There is no limit to the total wealth of a society. The affluence of the winners is their

just reward for their contribution to the well-being of all. If the needs of some are not being

met, simply accelerate growth to bring up the bottom.

Both assumptions are critically flawed. An authentic narrative is emerging grounded in

three truths essential to our time:

1. As living beings, we are by nature dependent on our ability to organise as healthy

communities that create and maintain the conditions essential to our well-being.

2. We humans shape our behaviour by cultural and institutional choices. These can

support individualism, gluttony, violence, and competition. They can support

communitarianism, frugality, peace, and cooperation. And almost everything in between.

3. We depend on the generative capacity of a finite living Earth and must learn to meet

our needs within these limits. Wealth distribution is an essential concern.

For thousands of years the institutions of Imperial Civilisation pit us one against another

in a competition for the positions of privilege that favour the few at the expense of the

many. The dominator hierarchy of corporate rule and its legitimating cultural narrative are

extensions of Imperial Civilisation and the sociopathic behaviour the Sacred Money and

Markets story would have us believe defines our inherent nature.”
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How is Dialogic Mentoring connected to Inclusive Education?

So, Dialogic Mentoring can become a heart element of finding more inclusive steps to

change the rules of ‘the games’ people play and to reorganise procedures, policies, rituals

and structures. If the individuals and their topics are heard and become stronger within their

settings the groups, communities – any WE – become stronger too. If, as Marsha Forest

(O’Brien & Forest, 1989: 3) once said, the only prerequisite for inclusion is “breathing, life

itself” – if necessary with a respirator -, Dialogic Mentoring is a condition to a free breath:

THE ultimate basis for learning – and living – anyhow.

Similarly, when Jean Liedloff (1986) shows with her “continuum concept” and the “search

of happiness lost,” that it is the main longing of every person to feel welcomed, worthy and

‘right’ then it is a way to look at the purpose of inclusion:

● Feeling to be welcomed

● worthy and

● in the right moment at the right place.

Obviously Dialogic Mentoring opens up the space for the awareness of this longing and

to express it in a sheltered constellation (the matrix), and then to define steps (the patterns)

to create more fulfilling situations. Inclusive education starts with this attitude – it is the

basis for following decisions. In a way one could call it ‘inclusive diagnostic.’ If beliefs are

formed in a child’s mind by the words of the people who live their daily life with, especially

those expressed as absolute truths rather than as opinions, while repetition aggravates the

effect, Dialogic Mentoring offers consciousness about these processes and helps to relieve

from wrongness to welcome feelings.

To find a common clearness about the matrix first and then agree about patterns on this

ground can also be seen in initiating future planning in circles of support.

To deepen and underline Jean Liedloff’s point of view here follows a longer quote as a

source for persons involved in Dialogic Mentoring and in that sense inclusive processes of

uncovering damaging beliefs, something she calls “our western malady” (1991, 2023):

“I noticed something curious about normal, neurotic adults: what we were experiencing

was not a variety of ‘problems’ at all, but rather the very same difficulty. Although the

details and degrees of damage differed, the malady was the same. It manifested as a deep

sense of being wrong — of being not good enough, not lovable, disappointing, incompetent,

insignificant, undeserving, inadequate, evil, bad, or in some other way not ‘right’. What’s more,

this feeling of wrongness had come about almost always through early interactions with

parental authority figures. And it had evoked powerful unconscious beliefs that have informed

our views of both self and self-in-relation-to-others.

Upon coming to this realisation, I searched for words to describe how human beings would

have to feel about themselves in order to live optimally, to feel at home in their own skins and

represent themselves accurately to others. I thought of the Yequana people, and arrived at the
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words worthy and welcome. People need to feel worthy and welcome, not bent out of shape,

angry, or apologetic about their existence” (Liedloff, 1991; 2023).

Who is involved in Dialogic Mentoring?

The mentoring process involves two main entities: the mentor and the mentee. Each of

these participants plays a distinct and crucial role in the mentoring relationship and

processes.

What is the role of the mentee?

The concept of a “mentee” can be understood through the lens of personal growth,

guidance, and the interplay of knowledge between individuals. A mentee is someone who

seeks to learn and develop themselves under the guidance and support of a mentor. The

mentee is never identified with the problem that challenges them. As Michael White stated

in his well-known quote: “The person is not the problem, the problem is the problem.”

The role of the mentee is not one of passivity but rather an active engagement with the

mentor’s facilitation. The mentee is a whole human being holding points of view, having

values and knowledge, having plans and goals, and enjoying their dignity. Mentee is the

most authorised expert about themselves, who is encouraged to reflect, question, and

internalise the lessons imparted by the mentor. Through this process, the mentee is not

merely acquiring knowledge but also undergoing a transformative journey, honing their

character, and developing a deeper understanding of themselves and the world around

them.

In some philosophical traditions, the relationship between the mentor and the mentee

can be seen as symbiosis, where both parties benefit from the exchange of knowledge and

experience. The mentor gains satisfaction and fulfilment from passing on their wisdom,

while the mentee gains valuable insights and growth opportunities.

Overall, the concept of a mentee is rooted in the recognition of the inherent

interconnectedness between individuals and the belief in the potential for personal and

intellectual development through learning from others.

Figure 6: The Relationship of mentee and mentor in Dialogic Mentoring (own figure)
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What role is the part of the Dialogic Mentor?

Mentor is a concept deeply rooted in ancient Greek literature and mythology, specifically in

Homer’s epic poem, “The Odyssey”. In this work, Mentor is portrayed as a wise and trusted

advisor and friend to Odysseus, the protagonist. However, it is essential to recognise that

the concept of Mentor has transcended its initial literary context and has become a symbol

of guidance, wisdom, and mentorship in broader philosophical discussions (Slatkin, 2005).

A mentor embodies the archetype of a knowledgeable and experienced individual who

imparts valuable insights and teachings to a less-experienced person, known as a mentee.

The role of a Mentor extends beyond simple instruction; it involves nurturing the mentee’s

personal and intellectual growth, providing support, and assisting them in navigating life’s

challenges. This relationship is often characterised by mutual respect, trust, and empathy –

the Dialogic Mentoring mentioned above.

Figure 7: Roles of a Dialogic Mentor (own figure)
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If metaphors are used to describe the multiple identities of mentors, then mentors can

be likened to anthropologists, photographers, and jungle explorers. The anthropologist

embodies an insatiable thirst for knowledge, an unyielding curiosity, and an open-

mindedness that propels them to explore the intricacies of diverse cultures and societies.

The photographer, in turn, assumes the role of both a reflective mentee and a self-aware

artist, skilfully capturing moments that hold a mirror to both the subject and the

photographer’s own inner world. Jungle explorer, adept at seamlessly transitioning between

roles, alternating between being a companion, a follower, a trailblazer, and an inspirer.

The concept of Mentorship highlights the interconnectivity of human experience and

emphasises the value of passing knowledge from one generation to another. The Mentor’s

role is not to dictate or impose beliefs but to encourage critical thinking, self-reflection,

and individual growth. This aspect aligns with broader philosophical ideas on education,

personal development, and the pursuit of wisdom.

In conclusion, Mentor is a philosophical representation of a wise and guiding figure who

fosters learning, growth, and self-discovery in the mentee. It symbolises the transformative

power of mentorship, wherein knowledge and wisdom are transmitted, contributing to the

continuous evolution of individuals and society as a whole (Daloz, 2012; Allen & Eby, 2007).
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What qualities does a person need for Dialogic Mentoring?

Dialogic Mentoring requires several key qualities in a Mentor to be effective in the process.

These qualities include (Fig. 8):

Figure 8: Attributes for Dialogic Mentoring (own figure, adopted from this project)

• Interest in the process: A person engaged in Dialogic Mentoring has a genuine interest

in the process itself, valuing the exploration and exchange of ideas with the mentee.

This curiosity fosters an open and dynamic learning environment.

• Willing to witness: The mentor should be willing to listen actively and be fully present

during the dialogues with the mentee. Being a witness means being attentive and

supportive, allowing the mentee to express themselves freely.

• Accepting subjectivity: Dialogic Mentoring acknowledges that different perspectives
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and experiences shape individuals’ understanding of the world. The mentor must be

open to accepting the subjective viewpoints of the mentee and avoid imposing their

own beliefs or biases.

• Awareness of the backstage: This quality refers to recognising the personal and

emotional aspects that might influence the mentee’s thoughts and actions.

Understanding what happens “behind the scenes” helps the mentor provide more

empathetic and insightful guidance.

• Reading the hidden message: Dialogic Mentoring goes beyond surface-level

discussions. The mentor should be skilled at understanding underlying messages,

unspoken emotions, and non-verbal cues to gain a deeper understanding of the

mentee’s needs.

• Asking inspiring questions: A mentor must possess the ability to ask thought-provoking

and inspiring questions that encourage the mentee to reflect, explore new ideas, and

develop their critical thinking skills.

• Enjoying contacts: Being able to establish a positive and meaningful connection with

the mentee is crucial. Enjoying interpersonal interactions and being approachable can

create a comfortable and trusting atmosphere for open dialogue.

• Containing: The mentor should be emotionally mature and capable of holding space for

the mentee’s emotional expression without being overwhelmed by it. Providing a safe

and non-judgmental environment helps the mentee feel supported and heard.

• Partneristic: Dialogic Mentoring is a collaborative partnership between the mentor and

mentee. The mentor should view the mentee as a partner in the learning journey, rather

than adopting a hierarchical approach.

• ‘Good enough’ mentality: Recognising that perfection is not the goal, the mentor should

embrace the idea of being ‘good enough’ and focus on progress and growth rather than

expecting flawless outcomes.

• Open to various developments: The mentor should be flexible and open-minded, willing

to explore different paths and adapt their approach based on the mentee’s unique

needs and learning style.

• Authenticity: Being genuine and transparent is crucial in building trust and rapport

with the mentee. An authentic mentor creates a safe space for open and honest

conversations.

• Curiosity: Curiosity drives continuous learning and encourages the mentor to stay

receptive to new ideas, experiences, and perspectives. It also helps the mentor

maintain a growth mindset and model a commitment to learning for the mentee.

In summary, this part introduced some key qualities that could help mentors to achieve

Dialogic Mentoring, which requires a mentor who is genuinely interested in the process,

empathetic, non-judgmental, open to diverse perspectives, and committed to creating a
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collaborative and inspiring learning environment for the mentee. This leads to the question:

How to develop and improve Dialogic Mentoring?

Which attitudes belong to Dialogic Mentoring?

The competences of clear role awareness, partnerism in a dialogic conversation with

empathy, willing to reflect, differentiate, and to practise mentalisation, observation and

containment, as Figure 9 puzzles together – with space for more:

Figure 9: Attitudes in Dialogic Mentoring (own figure)
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Connected to all pieces of the puzzle, there is the importance of an attitude that sees

the relevance of a balance between the presence and the future. Does the future already

exist? Is it like a train station waiting for us down the line? Is this where we are heading

and there is nothing to do but prepare for what we think we saw? Or is it an uncertainty

which is formulating in the present? If the first is correct, we have to stretch our necks as

high as possible to try to see the next station so we can prepare for it. If the second option

is correct, maybe we should be concerned with the present, with our relations today, with

evoking our responsibility and understanding how we wish to shape our existence today

and not the future.

What do children need us for? Do they need us to install ‘programs’ in them that will

enable them to function or are all the ‘programs’ already there and all they need us for is to

enable them to run and develop freely?

If we accept the uncertainty of the future and accept that our children have all the

programs already installed, then the understanding of concentrating on the presence arises

… always also aware of the stones that lay on the way (see Fig. 10):

Figure 10: What Dialogic Mentoring can let grow in its presence (own figure)

If we no longer ‘prepare’ for an uncertain ‘futurum II’ (perfect future) by preaching, censoring,

blaming, judging, ‘encouraging and challenging’ – openness, security, intimacy, confidence
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and mutuality can grow; and these are the plants for a bunch of learning everyone needs –

right NOW!

How to support Dialogic Mentoring?

Understanding mentoring as a profession that needs to be learned, practised and constant

support, it makes sense to create spaces where dialogues are of central meaning.

Figure 11: What Dialogic Mentoring needs (own figure)

As Figure 11 shows, beneath a certain course for Dialogic Mentoring the exchange with a

school psychologist or with other mentors in the staff meeting can be a continuous support.

Very helpful are personal meetings with the coordinator for Dialogic Mentoring processes

and of course seminars in the school are a huge support for all mentors to establish the

attitude of Dialogic Mentoring in their field of action (Simri, 2020).

What supports mentors intending Dialogic Mentoring?

Beneath the above an ongoing training would be an appropriate support for mentors in the

field of Dialogic Mentoring to reflect on their own attitude and to widen their competences

of Dialogic Mentoring processes. This ‘crimson’-side is urgent, as shown in Figure 12:

Figure 12: Dialogic Mentoring is to be supported (own figure)
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And there is an additional ‘clover’, proving that nothing is new about the ideas of dialog

and mentorship; here the names of Martin Buber (1937, 1966) Janusz Korczak (1919, 1929,

1939), David Epston (Epston & White, 1992; Epston, Freeman & Lobovits, 1997),, Michael

White (1995, 2004, 2007), Riane Eisler (2000, 2003, 2004, 2015, 2017, Eisler & Loye, 1990,

Eisler & Fry, 2019) and Peter Fonagy (Fonagy et al. 2000) are arising – and the fourth

leave symbolises, that there are a lot more witnessing authors supporting all that is needed

for Dialogic Mentoring. Some examples of such sources will follow in our last chapter to

encourage all for all readers to deepen and to nourish their attitudes to existential human

needs, not only in school-life: Dialogic Mentoring.

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

What are further questions about Dialogic Mentoring?

If it is true, that the more we find out, the less we know – then let us collect some new

arising questions that occur from the circle we created around Dialogic Mentoring (see Fig.

13).

Figure 13: More questions than answers? (own figure)
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Three people with three extremely different backgrounds sit together in a circle and focus

on a centred topic: Dialogic Mentoring. And still there is an empty space in the middle with

questions.

Still crazy after all these words? A final thankful thought: The week of our common

teamwork took place in Ireland while in Israel people demonstrated for the continuity of

democracy. When we said “Farewell” this summer we could not even imagine the horror

of the 7th of October and all that followed. Sinead O’Connor (08.12.1966 in Dublin –

26.07.2023 in London)– famous for “Nothing Compares 2 U”, a message fitting to the

intention of Dialogic Mentoring has a gift of words for us now: “Thank you” stays for what

we all are longing for – always:

“Thank you for hearing me … Thank you for loving me… Thank you for seeing me … And for

not leaving me….Thank you for staying with me… Thanks for not hurting me … You are gentle

with me …Thanks for silence with me… Thank you for holding me …Thank you for helping

me…”

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it
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online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=434#h5p-14

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

There may be a lot of different questions and tasks around Dialogic Mentoring depending on

their background and contexts.

• How does a Dialogic Mentor deal with mentees of different ages?

• What is the relation like between the mentee and the parents during the process of

Dialogic Mentoring?

• Is Dialogic Mentoring only working in a bubble of ‘milieu’ where Democratic Schools are

working well? What about socially disadvantaged areas and state schools?

• How could you implement dialogic mentoring into your future school practice? Does

it only work if the whole school commits to dialogic mentoring or how could it be

implemented in your classroom or grade?
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CONTINUOUS PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT FOR STAFF FOR DIVERSITY
SENSITIVITY

Fetiye Erbil; Valeria Occelli; and Bodine Romijn

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=417#oembed-1

Example Case

“Imagine that you are a middle school teacher. Alex, a pupil in your middle school, identifies

as a young black man with a physical disability. Alex also comes from a low-income family.

Alex encounters multiple obstacles as a result of the intersection of his identities. He faces

obstacles associated with racial prejudice, ableism, and socioeconomic disparities in the

school. You also realise that there is not much support allocated to help students like Alex. You

are part of a group of teachers willing to learn more about diversity sensitivity, intersectionality

and develop your practices for creating a more inclusive school culture. You also know that

there is a group of teachers who avoid talking about these issues and who are reluctant to take

part in professional development activities on topics outside their subject areas (e.g., teaching

maths or science). Throughout the chapter, we will help you examine this case and reflect on

what you have read.”

Initial questions
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1. In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

• What are the different styles/types of CPD?

• What impact can CPD have on the students, the teachers, and the learning

environment?

• How does ethos and culture affect CPD within a school?

• How can you avoid the learning from CPD from moving away from the school when

the teacher leaves?

• What is the importance of CPD within the school environment?

Introduction to Topic

In many European countries diversity is increasing, creating super-diverse classrooms.

Super-diversity (Vertovec, 2007, 2010) refers to the fact that diversity is a far too complex

concept to be defined by single characteristics/differences, such as gender, learning

abilities or cultural background. These characteristics interact with one another, creating

rich personalities and unique experiences of people. Unfortunately, not all experiences

are equally positive. Numerous studies show that diversity characteristics are related to

disadvantages and inequalities. Looking at the school context, we for instance see that

there are unequal (learning) opportunities for girls, children with disabilities, children with

darker skin tones, children from cultural or religious minorities, and so on. Because the

identity of children consists of an interplay of diversity characteristics, this also means

that some children experience disadvantages and inequalities at more than one level (for

instance when you are a black girl with a learning disability). This is called

intersectionality(Bešić, 2020).

Think about your student, Alex.
● How do his different identities intersect?
● How does this intersectionality result in more disadvantages for him at school?
● Think about the other students in the school. What might be similar cases?

Inclusive education is meant to tackle all students’ diversities (and their interplay) in order

to reduce all forms of exclusion, marginalisation and inequalities and to guarantee quality

education for all (see Goal 4 of the UN 2030 Agenda; UNESCO, 2015). To fulfil this role,

schools should be a place where all students are equally supported in their well-being and

development. This means we should unequally invest in students, because of their different

experiences. Students should receive the best possible support adapted to their needs

(equity), rather than giving every student the same treatment (equality). In order to achieve

this, we need teachers who are sensitive to the diversity of the class. Diversity sensitivity is
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about the ability to acknowledge, accept and value diversity. These are important steps in

creating an inclusive environment that supports students’ well-being (Pastori et al., 2019,

2020).

Many teachers indicate that they lack this diversity sensitivity and that they feel ill-

prepared for teaching the super-diverse classroom (e.g., Banjeree & Luckner, 2014; Slot &

Nata, 2019). This chapter describes how continuous professional development can be used

to further support teachers in working in diverse classrooms.

Continuous Professional Development

Professional development refers to all the actions and activities focused on education,

training and development opportunities for teachers with the ultimate goal of improving

students’ developmental or educational outcomes (Sheridan et al., 2009). In other words,

professional development is not about becoming a better teacher, but about becoming a

better teacher for your students. Continuous professional development (CPD) emphasises

that this learning should be a continuous and ongoing process. Teachers are learners

themselves, and their initial teacher training is just a first step in the process, but they

continue to develop as teachers long after that. With respect to diversity sensitivity, we

should be aware that our understanding of “diversity” is evolving over time too, making it

necessary to continuously develop on the topic.

CPD can take on a lot of different forms, ranging from short workshops to extensive

multi-year curricula. However, not all forms of CPD are equally effective (Civitillo et al., 2018;

Parkhouse et al., 2019). CPD is most likely to be effective and sustainable if it follows an

embedded and contextual approach (Romijn et al., 2021). Using the following model (see

Figure 1), we will explain what this means.

Figure 1: Conceptual framework of professional development
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Source: Slot et al., 2017 as presented in Romijn et al., 2021

Key components of CPD

When choosing or designing a CPD activity, it is important to think about its key

characteristics: who is it for, what is it about, and how is it delivered (Buysse et al., 2009).

Who. CPD is always for someone, so we should consider the characteristics of the

learners and their context. For instance, a teacher who has a lot of experience with students

with visual impairments, might need a different approach from a teacher who has never

worked with such students before. A teacher with a minority background can make use

of other strategies when trying to bond with students with a minority background, than a
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teacher with a majority background can. A teacher who is resistant to change will probably

need a different strategy than a teacher who has an internal motivation to make a change

because they want to solve a certain problem in their classroom. Thus, CPD is most likely

to be effective when it is adapted to who the learner is.

What. CPD is always about a certain topic or targets a specific domain such as

knowledge, skills, beliefs or behaviour. Depending on what your focus is, different strategies

might be useful. For instance, if there is a need to learn new knowledge, reading a book (like

you are doing now) can be a useful strategy. However, if teachers wish to improve their skills

in communicating with children from different backgrounds, merely reading a book will not

necessarily work. Thus, an important step in choosing or designing an effective CPD activity

is to properly define what needs to be learned (learning goals).

How. A wide range of strategies and delivery modes exist, such as workshops,

immersion experience (i.e., doing an internship), coaching, video-feedback, critical

friendships, learning communities, online self-ratings. When learning goals are more

complex, a combination of strategies and delivery modes is recommended. In general,

research shows that strategies that are more intensive (in duration and dose) and have

a collaborative component are more likely to be effective (Siraj et al., 2019). Later in this

chapter, we will elaborate on what strategies and delivery modes are most common and

how they can be effectively used.

Individual teachers in a wider context

Figure 1 also shows that while development happens within an individual teacher (intra-

individual level), this individual teacher is always part of a wider context. To understand

how development occurs, we must first investigate the underlying mechanisms within the

individual. Teachers all have their own unique set of characteristics, related to their personal

background and beliefs, previous experiences, knowledge and skills. This informs how

they behave in classrooms and what practices they are likely to use with their students.

However, this relationship between what one knows, feels or believes on the one hand and

what one actually does on the other hand is not as straightforward as one might believe.

Studies for instance show that teachers’ explicit attitudes towards diversity are not always

in line with their implicit beliefs and actual behaviour (Álvarez Valdivia & González Montoto,

2018). By using the mechanisms of reflectionand enactment teachers can develop their

knowledge, skills and beliefs as well as their behaviour and practice. In the next section we

will elaborate on these internal mechanisms.

Though CPD is a process that primarily happens within the individual teacher, we cannot

think of the teacher as a sole entity that is completely separated from their context.

Teachers are always part of a classroom, part of a team of teachers and support staff and

part of a school within a local community. Moreover, CPD has the ultimate goal to impact

the students’ well-being and development. Therefore, it is necessary that CPD also has a
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sustainable impact that moves beyond the individual teacher. In the last part of this chapter,

we will further discuss what needs to be done to make CPD more sustainable by properly

embedding it within the wider context.

Read this sentence one more time: “Teachers all have their own unique set of characteristics, related
to their personal background and beliefs, previous experiences, knowledge and skills”.

● Think about your colleagues in your school. What do you know about their personal
background?
● What do you know about their beliefs, previous experience, knowledge and skills about

working with a diverse group of learners?
● With your group, what can you do to learn about the needs of all teachers so that you can

have a starting point to build on in your professional development attempt?

Key aspects

Individual processes in learning and development

At the core, learning and development is an individual process. When engaging in CPD,

teachers contribute a unique combination of characteristics encompassing their cultural

background, upbringing, personal experiences, beliefs, as well as their existing knowledge,

skills and competences. These individual variations impact how teachers approach their

role as learners during CPD, their motivation and engagement, and the process outcomes.

In this section, we will discuss the importance of individual belief systems for developing

diversity sensitivity and elaborate on the mechanisms of reflection and enactment.

Teachers’ belief systems

All teachers have a belief system, which is a set of developed assumptions, beliefs,

attitudes and values (Spies et al., 2017). Though these terms are related, they cannot be

used interchangeably, and a relevant distinction can be made especially between beliefs

and attitudes. Teachers’ ideas, beliefs and values encompassing the different factors

involved in education, have been referred to as teachers’ beliefs (Pajares, 1992). When

beliefs towards a specific object, for example, diversity inclusive education, are organised

and predisposed to action, this cluster of beliefs becomes an attitude (Eagly & Chaiken,

1993).

The main components of attitude are cognitive, affective, and behavioural, indicating

that attitudes concern the individual’s knowledge, feelings, and predispositions to (re)act

toward a specific object (de Boer et al., 2011). When considered in relation to diversity in

education, the cognitive component refers, for instance, to the teacher’s beliefs regarding

the adequacy of their school to embrace diversity (for example, “I hold the belief that

students with special needs should be included in mainstream schools”), the affective

component to teacher’s emotions (for example, “I am worried that students with

146 | CONTINUOUS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR STAFF FOR DIVERSITY SENSITIVITY



behavioural issues may disrupt the classroom environment”), whereas the behavioural

component pertains to how the teacher is inclined to behave in relation to a specific

scenario (for example, “I can offer afternoon activities to support non-native speaking

students”). According to the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 2001), teachers’ attitudes

play a role in determining their actual behaviour, insofar as attitudes are one of the factors

influencing the intentions to perform it (for example, positive attitudes are likely to result

in more open and welcoming behaviours, while negative attitudes are more likely to lead

to avoiding and/or rejecting behaviours; see the box below for examples related to Alex’s

case). Attitudes towards diversity inclusive education have been found to be influenced by

a wide range of factors (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002), including years of teaching experience

and higher perceived self-efficacy, which you will learn more about in Section 2.5 (Kunz et

al., 2021).

Think about Alex’s case and possible teacher reactions in your school. Do they reflect the cognitive,
the affective, or the behavioural component of attitudes?

“I believe that students with disabilities can be better supported in other schools”
“I’m afraid students coming from low SES backgrounds can disturb the order and change our pace

because they tend to be slow learners”
“I’m not sure if I have enough time to learn about the case of every student. They are all different. I

don’t have enough resources to support all of them so I can’t do anything”.

Another distinction worth mentioning here is between explicit and implicit attitudes. Explicit

attitudes are conscious and generally overtly reported. However, especially in relation to

sensitive issues, such as diversity inclusive education, people might have opinions

diverging from mainstream social norms. In this case, individuals might be more reluctant

to overtly express what they think. For instance, a teacher might think “Dealing with diversity

is so stressful that I would prefer to work in a special educational provision system rather

than in an inclusive one,” but might feel that this would not be well received by colleagues

and supervisors. In contrast, implicit attitudes are automatic reactions to an object, which

can be observed even in absence of the individual’s awareness (Glock et al., 2019). We will

see in Section 2.4 an example of how implicit attitudes affect teachers’ practice.

The individuals’ existing attitudes can influence the way they perceive and interpret new

information. Indeed, to simplify information and make rapid decisions, individuals often

activate cognitive patterns that align with their pre-existing beliefs and attitudes. These

systematic patterns of thinking are known as biases (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). Although

biases allow people to handle the high amount and complexity of information in a time and

resource efficient way, they can nevertheless lead to oversimplification and generalisation

and thus open the doors to stereotypes and prejudices (Haselton et al., 2005).

Teachers, just as everybody else, may apply their generalised knowledge or stereotypical

beliefs to their students, often without being fully aware of that (Glock et al., 2019; Turetsky

et al., 2021). Examples include the assumption that students in culturally diverse schools

are more prone to disruptive behaviours, that students with low socioeconomic background
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are less likely to be high achievers, that girls are more likely to excel in verbal tasks and boys

in STEM subjects, or that all students have a canonical family. Teachers’ misconceptions

about their students can significantly influence their interaction with them, the assessments

and evaluations, as well as achievement expectations. Research shows that teachers’

biases have a profound impact on students’ actual learning outcomes and can contribute to

the perpetuation of educational disparities (Pit-ten & Glock, 2019). However, while teachers’

attitudes towards diversity typically have a lasting impact on their behaviour, it is crucial to

recognise that these attitudes can nevertheless be modified through targeted CPD activities

(Kunz et al., 2021).

Think about your school again and think about the different teachers who are teaching Alex.

● Do you think he has the same experience with every teacher?
● What are the different attitudes among teachers towards inclusive practices in your school?
● How do these attitudes differ and based on what?
● What might be the ways to understand the reasons for different attitudes so that you can

start working on developing more inclusive and diversity sensitive practices?

The relation between belief systems and CPD engagement

Teachers’ beliefs towards diversity influence their motivation to take part and commit to

CPD initiatives (Liu et al., 2019). Additionally, any CPD approach, by employing specific

practices, establishes particular ways of knowing as more significant than others (Musanti

& Pence, 2010). Hence, it is unsurprising to witness resistance among teachers when it

comes to engaging in CPD initiatives (Musanti & Pence, 2010). The sources of resistance

are usually classified as individual resistance and political resistance (Musanti & Pence,

2010). Individual resistance reflects the conflict stemming from a discrepancy between the

expectations or requirements placed on the teachers and how those align with the teachers’

needs and evaluations. For example, teachers may perceive ad-hoc training on certain

topics as relevant to only a subset of the category, leading them to implicitly question its

relevance (for example “It is not my thing”, “Why should I be involved? This doesn’t apply to

me”). Political resistance instead refers to the resilient act of reclaiming a sense of agency

(“I didn’t choose this, what isn’t my voice heard when it comes to planning and designing

such initiatives?”).

What you can do in the professional development initiative that you start with fellow teachers in your
community is:

● Gain an understanding of the existing stereotypes, prejudices and misconceptions teachers
might have towards intersecting identities students?
● Create a safe and supportive space for all teachers to talk about what they know and what

they want to know?
● Devise a plan on how you want to empower your school community in becoming more

knowledgeable and skillful toward diversity sensitive practices?

148 | CONTINUOUS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR STAFF FOR DIVERSITY SENSITIVITY



Teachers’ questioning implicitly challenges the perceived necessity of such training, which,

in addition to pre-existing attitudes toward diversity inclusive education, might undermine

the initiative as a whole. Resistance can nonetheless offer an opportunity of reflection on

the scopes and aims of CPD initiatives (Walter et al., 2023). Even individuals who are “on

board” may still have questions or concerns about CPD initiatives (for example, “Do I have

the necessary skills to embark on this?”, “What am I going to be exposed to?” “What am I

supposed to learn?”). Some good practices help to promote resisting teachers’ compliance

with the proposed activities. For instance, establishing a psychologically safe environment,

where group members feel safe to share and contribute, without any fear of being judged,

is of crucial importance (Edmonson & Lei, 2014).

Your teacher learning community is working slowly but steadily. You have started getting together
regularly with other teachers, organising meetings, doing readings and inviting experts. Not all of

these events are initiated or followed by all the teachers in the school but most of the teachers care
to join in at least a few of them and contribute to the community. However, you observe that there is

a group of teachers who are hesitant, sometimes critical/judgemental of what you do.

● Why do you think they demonstrate resistance?
● What are their reasons for not joining?
● What can you do to create a channel for dialogue and communication to understand each

other?
● What can you do to make them wonder about your community’s activities?

Transformative learning

Given the sensitive nature of the topics involved, it is highly recommended to adopt a

comprehensive approach when designing and delivering CPD activities aimed at fostering

diversity within the educational environment. Two methods have been demonstrated to

robustly mediate professional practice improvement (Cole et al., 2022):

• Critical reflection: refers to the practice of applying critical thinking to personal

experiences, while at the same time taking some distance from them. When teachers

engage in critical reflection, they ask themselves questions to extract meaning from

the experienced events (Cole et al., 2022).

• Reflective practice: it arises from the recognition of a disparity between a new

experience and the existing beliefs and knowledge one holds. This awareness prompts

teachers to reframe their implicit assumptions about practice, in search of a new

and more promising course of action, eventually bridging the gap between theory and

practice (Russell, 2018).

How are critical reflection and reflective practices implemented in CPD? How can CPD

make the best use of them? According to some authors, the learning potentials of critical

reflection and reflective practices in CPD can be fully realised within a transformative

learning experience framework. This framework promotes a profound structural shift in
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thinking, as opposed to a superficial additive learning approach, where most existing beliefs

remain unchanged (Wall, 2018). What does this mean in practical terms? This will be

addressed in the following section.

Cognitive dissonance as a trigger of behavioural change

When considering the cases of two of Alex’s teachers; one, in an attempt to compliment

him, might exclaim “If someone had made me guess where you live, I wouldn’t have bet on

that neighbourhood!” Another one tends to constantly monitor him with the corner of her

eye while in class. Both teachers might perceive themselves as treating Alex and the other

students equally. However, with their behaviours, they are acting on their implicit attitudes,

covertly denying or misvaluing Alex’s background, or implicitly making assumptions about

his trustworthiness and compliance to the norms. Behaviours like these qualify as

microaggressions, acts that subtly communicate disrespect, degradation, and/or hostility

that are directed against people in marginalised groups, either intentionally or

unintentionally (Lilienfeld, 2017; Steketee et al., 2021). If questioned about their action,

these teachers might say that they are genuinely complimenting him or devoting the same

amount of attention to all pupils. This might nevertheless induce a conflict, a cognitive

dissonance (Festinger, 1957), between their overt egalitarian attitudes and covert biassed

intentions.

According to cognitive dissonance theory, the inconsistency between what people know

or think and new pieces of information makes them experience a state of psychological

tension. In the attempt at alleviating the emerging psychological discomfort, they aim to

make their beliefs and new information align, by either modifying their existing beliefs or

by assimilating the new information, so that the discrepancy can be reduced (McFalls &

Cobb-Roberts, 2001). Remember we mentioned the concept of a transformative learning

experience process early on? CPD activities that foster a sense of cognitive dissonance

in the teachers, just like the one experienced by Alex’s teachers, facilitate transformative

learning (Thompson & Zeuli, 1999). To make the transformative learning experience more

likely to be effective, other elements should be incorporated:

• Creating a structured environment that allows teachers enough time, the appropriate

contexts and support, to allow teachers to reflect on and reconcile the conflict they

experience.

• Incorporating activities that both stimulate and resolve this cognitive dissonance

directly within teachers’ daily teaching situations and practices, ensuring they are not

isolated from their classroom work.

• Empowering teachers to cultivate a fresh set of teaching approaches that align with

their newly acquired understanding. This will enable them to effectively implement their

newfound knowledge in the classroom, thus developing a repertoire of practices that
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are in harmony with their revised perspectives.

• Engaging and supporting teachers in an ongoing, continuous cycle of improvement and

growth, providing them with the necessary guidance.

When we refer back to Alex’s teachers’ example, becoming aware of the biases being held

and that some behaviours can be perceived as microaggressions act as the starting point

to enable a progressive behavioural change. This, in turn, stimulates Alex’s teachers to

monitor their behaviour, so that potential microaggressive acts can be detected before

being enacted, and thus be progressively avoided. In more general terms, practices that

are implemented within the educational settings feedback and become a matter of further

reflection and, in turn, nourish further reflection, so that they are constantly improved and

made more effective. Through this circular process, teachers become more responsible to

their own learning, and more accountable as professionals (Walter et al., 2023; Yost, 2006),

and eventually develop a higher perceived self-efficacy, a concept you will learn more about

in the following section.

Teachers’ self-efficacy

The term “teachers’ self-efficacy” defines the complex set of beliefs teachers have about

their capabilities to effectively handle the tasks, obligations, and challenges related to their

profession (Lazarides & Warner, 2020). According to Tschannen-Moran and collaborators

(1998), two cognitive processes contribute to the emergence and development of teachers’

self-efficacy. The first process involves examining the task and its context, identifying the

challenges of teaching and weighing them against the resources at hand. The second

process involves evaluating one’s own skills and acknowledging any areas where they fall

short in relation to the task. Different sources of information contribute to these processes

(Bandura, 1977):

• Mastery experiences: outcomes of direct personal action (for example, successes

enforce self-efficacy, failures weaken it).

• Vicarious experiences: observation of others and comparison with one’s own

experience. Useful when novel and challenging situations are faced, where personal

accomplishments are still lacking or not yet mastered.

• Verbal persuasion: performance feedback from a supervisor or a colleague.

• Somatic/affective states: emotional or physiological reactions.

Interestingly, there is a reciprocal relationship between the information sources of self-

efficacy, their interpretation by the individual, and the resulting self-efficacy itself (Bandura,

1977). This means that, if teachers believe that their performance is being successful,

this belief will likely result in the enhancement of their self-efficacy perception and, in

turn, contribute to their expectation of future success, thus establishing a sort of virtuous

CONTINUOUS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR STAFF FOR DIVERSITY SENSITIVITY | 151



self-fulfilling prophecy (Ulbricht et al., 2022). The cyclical nature of teachers’ self-efficacy

implies that, whenever a task is successfully completed, the positive outcome contributes

to reinforce one’s self-efficacy beliefs and, in turn, good practice (Gutentag et al., 2018;

Saglam et al., 2023). CPD can play a vital role in addressing the challenges of diversity while

simultaneously enhancing teachers’ self-efficacy. By improving teachers’ self-beliefs and

confidence, significant progress can be made in effectively managing diverse classrooms

and overcoming the associated challenges (Lazarides & Warner, 2020). The methods used

to achieve this goal will be the topic of the next section.

Useful Strategies for Effective CPD for Diversity Sensitivity for
Teachers

Teaching requires continuous learning and adaptation to new methodologies, concepts,

and topics (Desimone, 2009; Kyndt et al., 2016). To adapt to societal and educational

changes toward diversity, instructors must increase their knowledge, question their beliefs,

develop their skills, and reflect on their instructional practices (Brookfield, 2002). This

necessitates the creation of professional learning environments for instructors that

incorporate reflection, interaction, and collaboration as essential CPD strategies. These

methods – the “How” and “What” components of the model presented in Section 1.1 – will

be described in detail within this section.

The Role of Reflection

Reflection is a metacognitive action that helps us to think about our thinking, beliefs, or

behaviours. It allows us to be critically aware of what we do, how we do, and this self-

realisation allows us to understand the influence of our thinking and beliefs on our actions

(Dewey, 1933; Habermas, 1971; Lempert-Shepell, 1995). Reflection is a valuable tool for

teacher professional development, particularly when it comes to cultivating sensitivity to

diversity among educators. Therefore, a reflective approach needs to be the key element of

all teacher-learning environments (Postholm, 2008).

Through self-reflection, teachers can evaluate their own biases, prejudices, assumptions,

and deeply rooted beliefs about differences. They can consider how their own cultural

backgrounds and personal experiences shape their perceptions of and interactions with

students from diverse backgrounds (Fiedler et al., 2008). CPD activities to foster diversity

sensitivity need to present opportunities for teachers in which they can be reflective on

their instructional practices, the type of classroom and school culture they cultivate, and the

level of inclusive practices they embrace (Gay, 2010; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017). Through

the medium of self-reflective practices, teachers can be more aware of how their actions

influence their students, which can open space for further discussion and room for

improvement of more inclusive practices (Acquah et al., 2016; Ragoonaden et al., 2015).

Teachers can establish inclusive and supportive learning environments that celebrate
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and embrace diversity through the ongoing professional development of these knowledge,

skills, and competencies. They can effectively meet the diverse requirements of children,

promote social justice, and promote effective learning for all students (Gay, 2013; Leeman &

Ledoux, 2003). It is important to note here that being self-reflective is a skill that needs to be

practiced and refined over time. Reflecting on your knowledge and practices is an ongoing,

cyclical process which requires practice, time and dedication. Also, it is not enough to be

self-reflective. In professional development activities, teachers need to co-reflect with their

colleagues on their teaching practices and challenges they have to address diversity issues

in their school community.

Practical Suggestions:

At this point, it might be useful to provide some concrete examples of reflective questions

teachers can make use of in CPD. If teachers want to be critical of their professional

practices, they might consider asking such questions:

• Am I aware of the different backgrounds of my students? What do I do to learn more

about it?

• Am I aware of my own biases and how they influence my students?

• Am I creating an inclusive classroom environment in which my students feel valued

and respected?

As well as these questions, continuous professional development programs can use

methods such as reflective journaling, structured reflection exercises, peer analysis of

classroom scenarios on inclusivity, and feedback from peers (Arrastia et al., 2014). The

incorporation of feedback and evaluation processes into professional development

activities enables teachers to receive input from peers, administrators, and outside experts.

These feedback mechanisms can focus specifically on diversity sensitivity, providing

teachers with constructive feedback on their practices, identifying areas for development,

and providing suggestions for enhancing their approach to diversity in the classroom.

Teachers are motivated to refine their strategies and implement more inclusive practices

as a result of the feedback and evaluation they receive, gaining an outside perspective and

evaluation from other teachers.

With your teacher learning community, you have read and learned about the importance of being
self-reflective and also reflecting with your fellow colleagues. In your learning journey toward

creating a more inclusive school environment:

● What kind of reflective questions can you ask?
● What kind of teaching practices do you think you should reflect on together?
● Can you reflect on any assumptions or biases that could affect your perception and

interactions with the students of the community. How would you combat these biases and ensure
that all students are treated fairly?
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The Role of Interaction

As learners of all ages and backgrounds, teachers are also social learners (Wardford, 2011).

They learn and develop through interacting with their fellow teachers, exchanging ideas,

engaging in valuable discussions, and listening to different perspectives within their teacher

community (Kyndt et al., 2016). Therefore, integrating elements of interaction in all forms of

teacher professional development matters for their effective learning (Postholm, 2012).

Interaction plays an essential role in CPD for teachers in becoming more diversity

sensitive. Interaction provides teachers with opportunities to engage with diverse

backgrounds, allowing them to deepen their understanding of diversity, the intersectionality

of differences, and ways to make classrooms more inclusive and safer learning

environments for their students. Interaction enables instructors to engage in experiential

learning in which they actively participate in discussions and simulations that promote

understanding and empathy for diverse perspectives. By interacting with individuals from

diverse backgrounds, cultures, and identities, instructors can acquire first-hand experiences

and insights that heighten their sensitivity to diversity. This could be done by first learning

about the teacher community’s diversity (Postholm, 2012).

Practical Suggestions:

In CPD, to promote diversity sensitivity, interaction can be used as a tool to encourage

open dialogue and reflection among teachers. Teachers can challenge stereotypes and

broaden their perspectives about the complexities through meaningful dialogues and

discussions that they engage in with their colleagues.

Interaction can also be used as a way of engaging with diverse communities, including

students, families, and larger communities. This can be done by inviting speakers from

various backgrounds, organising cultural activities, participating in community initiatives, or

forming partnerships with local organisations working on the intersection of diversity.

You, as a group of teachers, came together to learn more about Alex’s case and to empower yourself
to address all students in your school community. Most of the focus of your discussions was about
diversity among your students. However, have you looked at the diversity within the teacher learning

community you have formed? You can ask these questions in your meetings to deepen your
understanding of each other and then you can talk about what you think of the group’s answers:

● How aware am I of the diversity of our teacher-learning community? Do I comprehend the
unique experiences, origins, and points of view of my fellow educators?
● Have I taken the time to learn about my colleagues’ cultural, linguistic, and social identities?

What have I learned? What didn’t I know?
● Are our teacher-learning community discussions and activities inclusive and available to all

members of the teaching staff?
● In our conversations, do we actively search out and value diverse perspectives?
● Are there opportunities for instructors of varying backgrounds to share their knowledge and

experiences?
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The Role of Collaboration

In contrast to interaction, where teachers primarily engage in communication and learning

from one another, collaboration in CPD involves actively working together, making joint

decisions, engaging in collaborative tasks, and fostering communities of learners (Opfer &

Pedder, 2011). Collaborative professional development allows teachers to learn from their

colleagues and share their knowledge and expertise in the areas they feel competent (Garet

et al., 2001). Teachers can contribute to a collective body of knowledge by exchanging

ideas, strategies, and resources through collaborative interactions (Levine & Marcus, 2010).

Teachers can observe and learn from one another’s instructional practices and approaches

to creating a supportive and inclusive school climate when they collaborate. Peer support

and feedback can help teachers in gaining new perspectives, refine their abilities, and

overcome obstacles more effectively (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Collaboration also

fosters the development of teacher-professional learning communities and networks within

educational settings.

Collaborating becomes much more important when it comes to designing CPD on

diversity sensitivity and inclusivity. It is an important element of teacher learning of diversity

sensitivity because it offers opportunities for teachers to learn about the diversity within

their groups, to work on cases and scenarios, and to find solutions for common problems

based on classroom practices on diversity and inclusivity (Szelei et al., 2020). Collaborative

learning brings together teachers with diverse experiences, backgrounds, and expertise.

This diversity enriches the learning environment by providing a variety of perspectives,

encouraging critical thought, and nurturing a broader understanding of complex and

challenging issues (Pijl, 2010).

Practical Suggestions:

In CPD programs, collaborative interactions can take the form of group discussions, case

studies, workshops, and joint reflective exercises, giving teachers the opportunity to learn

from one another and increase their collective understanding of diversity and inclusivity.

Regardless of their experience, teachers can form or join the existing professional learning

communities within and outside their school community in which they can collaborate

on broader projects, develop materials, resources and increase their understanding of

diversity-sensitive educational practices.

Case studies and simulations can also be tools to work with as they provide teachers

with realistic and classroom-based scenarios in which they must apply their knowledge

of diversity sensitivity. By engaging in group discussions and problem-solving activities

based on these cases, teachers can analyse the complexities of diverse student needs and

develop strategies for creating inclusive and equitable learning environments for everyone.
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Working together with colleagues may not be as easy as it seems, especially when it comes to
sensitive or challenging issues like diversity sensitivity. Here are some questions you can use to
reflect on the collaborative practices of your teacher group:

● How well am I able to communicate and work efficiently with other teachers who come from a
variety of backgrounds?
● How can we make our collaborative efforts to enhance diversity awareness in an environment

that encourages sharing of ideas and information?
● How can we learn best from the perspectives of other teachers?
● How can we support one another in addressing biases and creating learning opportunities for

all students that are equitable?

Delivery Modes

CPD programs vary in their forms depending on the available resources, the needs of the

learners, the context, and the learning culture in the schools. Based on their needs and

available options, teachers may enrol in one or more formats to continue their learning

and development on any subject including diversity sensitivity and inclusive educational

practices. These modes of delivery can be listed under four main categories: short training

programs, mentoring, team-based learning, and professional learning communities (PLC).

Short training programs. Short training programs include formats like seminars,

webinars, one-shot presentations, and courses (Waitoller & Artiles, 2013). The content is

designed and prepared by experts for the teachers. They are the most common forms of

professional development activities for teachers as they are practical and easily organised.

They provide structured and focused learning opportunities for CPD on diversity. They are

ideal for introducing new ideas, concepts, or topics on diversity sensitivity. However, they

are mostly short in duration and there is not much room for interaction and collaboration

among teachers in such formats (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).

Mentoring . Another mode of delivery is mentoring, in which teachers work with more

experienced colleagues or academics from the field (Hudson, 2013; Kennedy, 2005).

Through mentoring, experienced educators provide individualised support and feedback to

less experienced teachers to improve their practices (Anderson & Shannon, 1988). Teachers

have opportunities to make individual plans, practice what they learn, and reflect on it with

their mentors. It allows critical thinking and reflecting on the knowledge, beliefs, attitude

and practices of the teachers on diversity sensitivity and inclusive practices (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2017; Santoro & Forghani-Arani, 2015).

Team-based learning. In team-based learning, some teachers from the same school

work in small teams on new concepts, skills, and practices (Coolahan, 2002). These are

usually organised by the professional development units of the schools and experts present

the newly introduced content. Team-based learning makes use of collaborative learning

experiences, by encouraging active participation, self- and co-reflection, and cooperation of

teachers (Thompson & McKelvy, 2007).
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Professional Learning Communities. Lastly, Professional Learning Communities (PLCs)

are collaborative structures that are designed for and by teachers of the school community

(Keung, 2009). They are often built around a real need or a challenge that teachers have

been experiencing; therefore, allowing them to get together, devise a plan to meet their own

needs, and collaborate on reaching and sharing knowledge (Hord, 2009). Through PLCs,

teachers take collective responsibility for their own learning along with their colleagues’

learning, work on problems they bring from practice, and take on new approaches to

transform themselves and the classroom culture they create for their students (Antinluoma

et al., 2021; Ohi et al., 2019). PLCs can be formed by teachers within and outside the school

community, making use of available resources, and inviting experts and other teachers

who are willing to work on the same topic (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). As they are initiated

by teachers and allow space for the agency, contribution, and needs of the participating

teachers, PLCs represent a sustainable model for CPD (Borko, 2004; King & Newmann,

2000). We will deal more specifically with CPD sustainability in the next section.

Lea or Frank, could you connect this part with the Mentoring chapter?

The formats and design of teacher professional development activities change and the effectiveness
of these depends on your needs and expectations, in addition to how well the CPD activities are

designed and delivered. Based on the needs and expectations of your teacher group:

● How can you learn about the available CPD activities that you might be interested in?
● What are the existing communities and networks you can reach out and join to learn more

about diversity sensitive practices?
● How can you contribute to the development of a learning community among the teachers in

your school?
● Which forms of delivery may serve the needs of your contexts the best at the given moment?

How can we make continuous professional development sustainable?

Research shows that many CPD activities have a positive impact on teachers (Bottiani et

al., 2018; Parkhouse et al., 2019). However, effectiveness is usually measured using self-

reported data of teachers. In other words, asking teachers if they feel like they developed

in a positive way after a CPD activity (Romijn et al., 2021). Though it is great that teachers

feel CPD has an impact, it is also necessary to measure this impact with more objective

measures, such as classroom observations or student development measures (like test

scores). Ultimately, we want CPD to change teachers’ behaviour and practices to have

an impact on students’ development and well-being. As discussed earlier, the relationship

between what teachers think or feel and what they actually do is not that straightforward.

Therefore, just investigating if teachers think they changed is not enough.

Unfortunately, regarding the topic of diversity sensitivity, there is less research on what

CPD activities have a positive impact on students’ development and what activities are

effective in the long run (Romijn et al., 2021). However, the consensus seems to be that
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short training, which has a rather individual and passive character, is not the most effective

form for sustainable change. The impact of this training is likely to be very limited (one

teacher, one classroom) and often fades over time, with teachers going back to their old

habits. What is even worse, is that teachers and schools seem to invest most of their time

and resources in short training CPD (Lumpe, 2007). Therefore, the school system needs

a shift towards more sustainable forms of CPD. To achieve this sustainable change, we

should ensure that CPD is embeddedwithin the wider context.

Embedded continuous professional development

Embedded means that CPD should not stand on its own in terms of time, people and

context. If CPD is properly embedded, the impact is generally bigger and less likely to fade

over time.

Time. CPD activities that have a higher intensity are more likely to be effective. The

impact of a single workshop in one afternoon generally has a smaller impact than a multi-

week training program. Thus, teachers should preferably engage in CPD activities that ask

for a bigger time investment or should search for opportunities to intensify short CPD

activities. For instance, after following a single workshop, one could schedule monthly

moments to take the time to discuss the content of the workshops with colleagues, to

reflect on how well newly implemented practices work, or to refresh the acquired

knowledge.

People. CPD activities that target individual teachers, or the individual learning process

are less likely to yield a big impact. Individual CPD can take many forms, from reading a

book by yourself to reflecting on a video of your practice. Even if CPD is facilitated in groups,

for instance when you complete training with fellow professionals from other schools, the

focus of the activity is often still on the development of the individual teacher. Individual

CPD activities can be very effective, especially when they are intensive and well-adjusted to

the teachers’ context (like coaching-on-the-job). However, a change in one teacher will only

affect a small group of students within the school. Once that teacher leaves their position

at that particular school, the impact on these students is lost. Therefore, it is important

that CPD activities are team-based. In other words, multiple members of the same school

team should be engaged. These could be other teachers but also support staff. By sharing

knowledge and good practices within a team, the impact of the CPD is likely to be more

sustainable.

Context. There is no such thing as the perfect ‘one size fits all’ CPD activity. That is

because the context in which teachers work are very different. If one training was very

effective for one teacher, this does not mean that the exact same training will work equally

well for another teacher. Properly embedded CPD considers who the teachers are, what

their context looks like, and how the CPD outcome can be implemented in their classroom.

This calls for a needs assessment. Several studies show that when there is a mismatch
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between the CPD activity and what the teachers within their context need, CPD is more

likely to fail (Spies et al., 2017). A needs assessment can take on several forms. Teachers

could formulate their own learning goals or write down what problems they encounter. Also,

other stakeholders in the school, like support staff, students or parents can provide useful

information on what CPD is needed in the school. Besides such subjective measures of

needs, information could also be gathered by more objective standards. For instance, by

using observation tools or questionnaires to measure teachers’ diversity sensitivity, self-

efficacy, or prejudice.

Suppose that you have decided to engage in a long-term CPD process with all the teachers in your
school community.

● What can you do to conduct a needs assessment before your CPD?
● How can you understand the needs of your context?
● How can you learn about the expectations, goals and preferences of your teacher learning

community?

Important conditions to create embeddedness

Creating embedded CPD in schools is easier said than done. Only if the conditions are right,

teachers can engage in embedded CPD. This comes down to four important considerations:

the school’s resources, structure, culture and policies.

School resources. Teachers need sufficient resources to develop their school resources.

The most important resource they need is time. In many countries, the school system

is under pressure leaving teachers little time to engage in CPD activities. Teachers need

time inside and outside of the classroom. CPD is not well embedded if the school cannot

facilitate teachers with sufficient hours to learn new knowledge, prepare activities, discuss

practices and perspectives with colleagues, observe each other, and reflect on your

development. CPD is not properly embedded if the school curriculum is so full that it leaves

teachers with no room to try out new training within the classroom.

Besides time, other important resources are materials and external expertise. Imagine

a teacher who wishes to improve their skills in supporting neurodivergent learners. On

a teacher forum they read about these special Pictionary boards that can help teachers

to better communicate with their students. If the school cannot provide the necessary

materials for this, the teacher is hindered in their professional development (Biasutti et al.,

2019). The use of external expertise has a similar story. We cannot expect teachers to be

knowledgeable and skilled for every form of diversity as soon as they finish their initial

teacher training. To support their development, they might need external expertise. If the

school does not have funds to hire expert coaches or to send teachers to specific training

programs, CPD stagnates.
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After you have completed the needs assessment for the CPD for your community, it is time to look at
the other factors that will affect the progress of your learning journey such as:

● What are the available resources that your school provides to sustain your CPD?
● How much time are teachers willing to allocate for the CPD activities?
● What can you do if the available resources are not enough, and you need more support?

School structure. As discussed earlier, CPD is preferably team-based on a regular basis.

This is easier to achieve when there are structures within the school context that support

regular evaluation, communication and collaboration within the team. Useful structures are

for instance school wide study days in which the whole team takes the time to evaluate

the schools’ performance and to decide on shared development goals. Another example

is to assign buddies that can observe and feedback each other every now and then or to

create smaller sub teams within the school that can meet up on a regular basis to reflect

together on a specific topic. Or (in)formal boards of teachers, parents and students (either

combined or in separate boards) with the explicit task to evaluate the schools’ quality every

year. Furthermore, we should not forget that the staff in a school is more than a collection

of teachers. It is important that support staff, such as special needs educators, care

coordinators and those with managerial positions (like the school director) are included in

these structures as well (Romijn et al., 2021).

School culture. Not just the formal structure, but also the more informal school culture

is worth considering. As CPD should have a continuous character, teachers would benefit

from a school culture that supports learning and development. Teachers should be

supported by managers and colleagues to engage in CPD activities. Moreover, the school

should be a safe environment in which teachers feel comfortable to reflect on themselves,

to give feedback to others and to invent and try out new ways of working. A school culture

where there is strong leadership but also a shared responsibility for development has a

positive impact on the school quality (De Jong, 2022). This means that teachers try to

motivate each other to develop continuously and that they collectively combat resistance

to change. Moreover, it is about every teacher feeling like they can learn something from

their colleagues, but also that they bring something to the table themselves. For instance,

teachers with more experience are usually more skilled, while newly trained teachers tend

to have more up to date pedagogical knowledge (Alkharusi et al., 2011).
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After reading about the importance of thinking of the school structure and culture in CPD for
diversity sensitivity, it is important to reflect on your own school and then make some plans.

● How would you describe your school culture?
● Do you believe that there is enough administrative support for teachers’ CPD?
● How would you describe the cooperation between the teachers?
● How would you describe the existing CPD teams in your school?
● What are the areas to be improved?
● How can you and your teacher group contribute to this improvement?

School policies. Finally, a school is not without limits and all teachers must navigate their

work and development within certain boundaries. There are regulations and policies they

need to abide by. These policies can be created by the school or school board, but also

by local or even national entities. CPD activities are ineffective if they are not aligned with

these policies and teachers lack empowerment to implement new ways of working (Brown

et al, 2016; Daniel & Pray, 2017).

Imagine a teacher that notices their multilingual students struggle with their literacy

skills. This teacher is looking for ways to support their students and they find an online

seminar that gives the teacher new knowledge on how literacy skills develop in multilingual

students. The teacher learns that encouraging them to make use of all their language

knowledge (not just their knowledge of the majority language) is beneficial for these

students. If the school has a policy to actively ban the use of minority languages in the

classroom, the teacher will not be able to enact on their newly gained knowledge, hindering

the teacher’s (and students’) development. Thus, CPD should take these boundaries into

account if we want change to be sustainable. Again, including key persons (like school

directors) is crucial here as they often have the necessary power to push boundaries.

Let’s go back to Alex’s case where the intersectionality of his identities makes his education
experience more challenging for him and puts you in a more advantaged position. You are a group of

teachers trying to improve the school culture and make it a more inclusive place so that you can
support Alex and all students. So, think about the school policies now:

● Consider your role as an educator in influencing and shaping school policies. How can you
effectively convey to administrators and other decision-makers the needs and benefits of inclusive
policies for students with intersecting identities, such as Alex?
● How can you work with colleagues and school administrators to identify and address policies

that may impede the development and well-being of students with intersecting identities? How can a
shared comprehension and commitment to inclusiveness be fostered?
● Regarding policies, consider the significance of ongoing professional development. How can

you ensure that CPD activities align with existing policies while simultaneously challenging and
transforming policies that inhibit inclusive practices?
● What steps can you take to cultivate a culture of continuous improvement and learning in

your school’s community?
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Creating optimal conditions bottom-up and top-down

As a final remark, the described conditions above are created by both top-down as well

as bottom-up processes. For instance, school leaders should take the responsibility to

provide sufficient resources and create a school structure and culture that supports CPD.

Simultaneously, teachers play a major role in the school culture and can take agency in

shaping the organisation structure as well. Moreover, they can search for creative ways to

engage in CPD, even when resources are limited. This combination of top-down and bottom

up even applies at policy level. Policies that heavily support the development of diversity

sensitivity have a strong top-down impact on teachers’ CPD (DeJaeghere & Cao, 2009).

CPD can be hindered when the policies themselves are not inclusive or (implicitly) create

inequalities (Leeman & Van Koeven, 2019). In that case teachers should try to include key

persons in the schools to find ways to push the boundaries and create a new reality from

the bottom up.

Conclusion

As detailed in the previous sections, diversity sensitivity is crucial for creating inclusive

school environments . Many teachers, probably including yourself, need a higher sensitivity

towards diversity in the classroom. CPD plays an important role in achieving this. This

chapter has shown how your behaviour in the classroom is shaped by your belief system

and what activities you can undertake to change both your beliefs and behaviour. Moreover,

you have read that CPD can take on many forms, but not all forms are equally effective.

What matters most is that you engage in CPD activities that are contextualised and well

embedded. This means that the activity should fit with who you are, where you work, what

you already know and what you want to achieve. In addition to engaging in individual CPD

activities that align with your personal goals and context, it is essential to involve your

school and colleagues in the process. By actively collaborating with your school community,

you can create a significant and sustainable impact on student outcomes. Remember, CPD

is not solely an individual endeavour but a collective effort that extends beyond the confines

of your classroom. By embracing collaboration and leveraging the support and expertise

of your colleagues, you can foster a truly inclusive educational environment. This way you

create the biggest and most sustainable impact on student outcomes.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it
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online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=417#h5p-48

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

After reading about the importance of Continuous professional development, it is important

to reflect on your own school, your culture, your reflective journey and your CPD needs

• How would you identify your CPD needs after reflecting on this chapter?

• How would you embed CPD learnings into your practice?

• How would you build an ethos and culture of group CPD learning within your classroom

or school?

You have been on this reading and reflection journey together with your colleagues in your

school. Thank you for noticing the reality and needs of your students along with your

professional development needs as teachers. We hope that the examples and questions

have helped you relate the information with your experience and practices.

Your CPD journey only begins here. There is so much to learn about diversity in our

schools. Your CPD journey with your community is going to be an enriching, ongoing

process as long as you follow the essential strategies for teacher learning, pay attention to

the contextual factors in your school and community, continuously reflect on your thinking

and acting and be committed to become sensitive to diversity in educational settings.

HERE ARE SOME RESOURCES THAT MIGHT HELP YOU. SELECT ONE OF THESE LINKS

TO READ AND MAYBE SHARE WITH YOUR COLLEAGUES: If you want to do further reading

on the topic, here are some resources that might help you. Feel free to look for more and

share them with your colleagues:

OECD – Educating Teachers for Diversity: https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/

educating-teachers-for-diversity_9789264079731-en

UNESCO Online Course on Equitable and Inclusive Education:

https://bangkok.unesco.org/content/unesco-launches-professional-development-online-

course-equitable-and-inclusive-education

OECD – The Lives of Teachers in Diverse Classrooms:

https://one.oecd.org/document/EDU/WKP(2019)6/En/pdf
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University of Antwerpen – Diversity Sensitive Teaching:

https://medialibrary.uantwerpen.be/files/2848/

545b0db1-332a-4554-af2b-1eb574ba8f55.pdf?_gl=1*wwm1kv*_ga*MjA5NDM5MTYwMy4

xNjg3NDQ1NTY0*_ga_WVC36ZPB1Y*MTY4NzcwMjgwOS4yLjAuMTY4NzcwMjgzMS4zOC

4wLjA.&_ga=2.145221620.1188588363.1687702810-2094391603.1687445564

ATU – Intersectionality Guide:

https://www.atu.ie/sites/default/files/2022-10/Intersectionality%20Guide.pdf
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UNDERSTANDING YOURSELF AS AN
INCLUSIVE TEACHER – TEACHER
PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT

Ann-Kathrin Arndt; Beausetha Juhetha Bruwer; Sarah Volknant; and Zhicheng
Huang

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=669#oembed-1

Example Case

“I am a teacher who, as a learner, experienced difficulties in school. I left primary school

unable to read and write properly due to dyslexia and my disadvantaged background. In

secondary school, I was placed in intervention groups, which restricted my access to the

mainstream curriculum. To pass my exams, I had to study at the local library because I did not

have internet access at home. I chose to become a teacher to gain a better understanding of

the decisions my teachers made about my educational path.”

Rhianna Murphy

Initial questions
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In this chapter, you will find the answers to the following questions:

• What is Teacher Professional Identity Development (TPID)?

• Why do we need it to promote more inclusive education?

• How to develop and support TPID in times of change?

• How can intersectional perspectives contribute to TPID?

Introduction to Topic

Teacher Professional Identity Development (TPID) is a multifaceted concept that varies

across countries and subject areas. To discuss TPID, it is essential to clarify several key

terms. Teacher Professional Identity (TPI) refers to the recognition of teachers as

professionals, similar to other fields such as medicine or engineering. Teacher Professional

Development (TPD) involves continuously enhancing a teacher’s subject knowledge and

teaching skills. Going beyond TPD, TPID focuses on the broader development of a teacher’s

identity including their roles, values, and social influence.

TPID involves the ongoing construction of a teacher’s professional self-image and role

within the educational environment (Pishghadam et al., 2022). This process includes

continuous learning, research, and collaboration, emphasising the teacher’s potential for

growth and development. It requires teachers to be lifelong learners, researchers, and

collaborators who are deeply invested in maintaining their professional image (European

Agency for Development in Special Needs Education, 2012). TPID enhances a teacher’s

professional knowledge and skills and fosters an understanding of educational

philosophies, pedagogical approaches, and societal expectations. Through ongoing

practice and reflection, teachers refine their professional identities, roles, and educational

philosophies.

While TPD focuses on the enhancement of professional knowledge and skills, TPID is

centred on the development of professional identity and self-awareness. Both concepts

are interconnected, complementing each other to support a teacher’s professional growth.

TPD typically follows a series of stages, from novice to expert, as teachers gain experience

and expertise. TPID, however, is a continuous and dynamic process, influenced by personal

experiences, educational backgrounds, and social contexts. Teachers can develop their

professional identity through reflective practice, participation in professional learning

communities, and mentorship. In relation to being an inclusive teacher, TPID plays a vital

role in fostering a deep sense of self-awareness, empathy, and commitment to diversity,

which enhances a teacher’s ability to create an inclusive and supportive learning

environment for all learners.
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This chapter will explore TPID by providing key theoretical concepts and offering multiple

opportunities for reflection on your own journey, your personal educational and national

context, and your identity as a teacher. It will delve into questions such as: What influences

our perception of a good teacher and why? How is TPID shaped during times of change,

and how does it vary across countries due to cultural, social, and historical factors? By

looking at the educational approaches of China, Namibia, and Germany, the chapter will

provide insights into how each of these countries addresses inclusion. Additionally, the

chapter will encourage reflection on how privileges and disadvantages impact educational

journeys and teacher identities. Finally, it will examine how we can cultivate sensitivity to the

intersectional experiences of learners, fostering a more inclusive and equitable approach to

teaching.

Key aspects

Teacher Professional Identity Development as a Constant Process and
Multidimensional Concept

Teacher professional identity is regarded “as dynamic, multifaceted, negotiated, and co-

constructed, the processes of identity negotiation being highly individual, but also shaped

by teachers’ socio-professional institutional environments” (Edwards & Burns, 2016: 735).

The professional identity is of key importance for teaching (Martínez-de-la-Hidalga &

Villardón-Gallego, 2019). According to Sachs (2005) teacher professional identity provides

a framework for teachers to help them formulate ideas on how to be, act and understand

their work, as well as construct their own ideas on their place in society.

When focusing on the development of teacher professional identity, you can either look

at the individual level or refer to the collective (‘teachers’). Based on previous research

and ongoing discussions, both developing individual and collective teacher professional

identity is considered as relevant (Suarez & McGrath, 2022). Collective teacher identity

refers to a “shared understanding of professional communities” (Suarez & McGarth, 2022:

10) and encompasses a feeling of belonging (Davey, 2013). Teacher professional identity

(development) has received increased attention in the last decades. Nevertheless,

important questions, especially on collective teacher professional identity (development),

remain (Suarez & McGrath, 2022: 10). Regarding the individual and collective level, teacher

professional identity (development) is of great importance for pre-service and in-service

teacher education (Martínez-de-la-Hidalga & Villardón-Gallego, 2019).

How can we understand individual and collective teacher professional identity

development? Looking at professional standards or education policy documents might

suggest that there is only one way to develop teacher professional identity. However,

Mockler (2020: 323f.) emphasises that there are multiple ways to develop teacher

professional identity. How can we define the development of teacher professional identity
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to capture this? According to Mockler (2020: 324), developing teacher professional identity

is “in a nutshell, (…) about understanding your own orientation to education, to schooling, to

your learners, and to your subject area, and connecting and aligning these to your practice.”

Therefore, “a robust teacher professional identity can help you align ‘who I am’ with ‘what I

do’” (ibid.).

Let us pause and reflect.

Think about Mockler’s (2020) ‘in a nutshell’ definition: What is important for your

understanding of education, schooling, your (future) learners, and your subject area? If you

have already had practical experiences within schools: How did this understanding align to

your teaching practice?

Take some time to reflect on aligning ‘who I am’ with ‘what I do’ from your perspective: What

comes to your mind? You could create a MindMap or visualisation of your choice to further

reflect on this.

Earlier notions, for example, by Huberman (1989), referred to several consecutive “stages

of the ‘life cycle’ of the teacher” (Mockler, 2020: 324). However, Mockler (2011: 324)

emphasises that teacher professional identity development is “less linear and more

complex” (Mockler, 2011: 324). At the same time, different understandings based on

different theoretical frameworks of teacher professional identity (development) prevail. In

this context, Akkerman and Meijer (2011: 308) draw on the theory of dialogical self in

psychology to understand teacher professional identity “as both unitary and multiple, both

continuous and discontinuous, and both individual and social.”

While, by way of example, this gives you a glimpse into ongoing discussions on how to

understand and conceptualise teacher professional identity, different understandings and

models converge in the understanding of teacher professional identity as a multifaceted or

multidimensional concept. Based on previous work (Mockler, 2011), Mockler (2020: 325)

refers to the “confluence of personal, professional and political dimensions.”

Figure 1: “Becoming and ‘being’ a teacher”
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Source: Mockler, 2020: 325 based on Mockler, 2011: 521

As Reeves (2018: 98) highlights with regard to teacher identity work in neoliberal contexts,

(re)negotiating teacher professional identity is situated within the “multiple, differentially-

powered voices that conflict and converge around what makes for ‘good’ teaching and

teachers.” Looking at teacher professional identity in the era of accountability, Buchanan

(2014: 700) notes that “20 years of standardisation, tight coupling, and ubiquitous testing

practices have begun reshaping the nature of many teachers’ professional identities.” This

is of particular importance as tensions between inclusive education and standardisation

and accountability may arise, for instance concerning the understanding of student
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achievement. At the same time, Ainscow et al. (2006) indicate that, on school level, the

standards agenda and inclusive education are intertwined. Based on their research, they

underline the need to “support teachers to take greater control over their own development”

(Ainscow et al., 2006: 306).

Let us pause and reflect.

What are – conflicting as well as converging – ideas about ‘good’ teaching and teachers?

How could these ideas, as well as the broader political situation, influence teacher

professional identity? What tensions may arise regarding understanding yourself as an

inclusive teacher?

Overall, it becomes clear that teacher professional identity is not a static concept. This is of

particular importance when looking at teacher professional identity development in times

of change.

Teacher Professional Identity Development in Times of Change

The professional profile of teachers has always been dynamic, adapting to meet the needs

of educational systems influenced by societal shifts and advancements in learning

processes (Martínez-de-la-Hidalga & Villardón-Gallego, 2019). Given teachers’ significant

impact on learner outcomes, society and educational systems place high and varied

expectations on their roles, particularly during periods of transformation. In a world marked

by instability and uncertainty, the complexities within educational systems are amplified,

necessitating strategic and policy approaches that emphasise innovation and flexibility over

traditional methods (Suarez & McGrath, 2022).

Teachers are responsible for fostering children’s intellectual development and preparing

future generations to face new challenges (Martínez-de-la-Hidalga & Villardón-Gallego,

2019). In this capacity they play a pivotal role in the modernisation of society. Therefore,

the goals and outcomes of education must align with societal changes. School and system

reforms, whether focused on national or global objectives, must adapt to these shifts

by redefining teachers’ roles and competencies. This requires ongoing professional

development (see chapter on Professional Development) and lifelong learning programs,

allowing teachers to keep their knowledge and skills up to date in response to evolving
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societal demands, demands integral to the development and sustainability of teacher

identity (Thomas, 2019).

As the professional landscape for teachers continues to evolve, a strong professional

identity becomes increasingly important. This identity, which includes teachers’ beliefs and

perceptions of their roles, is vital for navigating these rising expectations and ensuring

the delivery of high-quality education (Suarez & McGrath, 2022). To gain a clearer

understanding of the contextual shifts that can challenge the role of a teacher and influence

the development of their professional identity, this chapter will explore examples of

changes that may be unexpected within the teaching profession.

The implementation of Inclusive Education

The role of teachers is dynamic in that it constantly adapts to the changing demands of

education systems as it responds to societal shifts and developments in learning methods

(Martínez-de-la-Hidalga & Villardón-Gallego, 2019). A pivotal transformation in educational

science occurred in the 1970’s when the focus moved from a segregated education system

to one that promotes inclusive education, welcoming every child. The importance of

inclusive education for all learners, both with and without special needs, has been well

established. It represents a worldview where fundamental education is accessible to

everyone, ensuring full participation, membership, and civic rights. Integrating learners with

diverse abilities and cultural backgrounds into the same classrooms symbolises societal

cohesion and integration, highlighting the broader societal value of heterogeneity in

education beyond just academic outcomes (Galkienė, 2014).

UNESCO (2005) defines inclusive education by highlighting four key principles: Inclusion

is an ongoing process aimed at continuously improving responses to diversity within the

learning environment, it involves the continuous identification and removal of barriers to

learning, it focuses on the participation and achievement of all learners in educational

settings, and it places particular emphasis on groups of learners who may be at risk

of marginalisation, exclusion, or underachievement. These principles highlight that

educational systems constantly change, necessitating ongoing efforts to provide effective

education for every learner (Zimba, Möwes & Victor, 2018).

A study done by Galkienė (2014) exploring the socio-educational characteristics that

define the professional identity of teachers in the context of inclusive education shows

that both learners and teachers highlight the significance of establishing a supportive

and individualised learning environment that encourages participation from all learners.

Learners appreciate teachers who exhibit empathy, understanding, and the ability to

connect personally, valuing those who maintain a balance between being both demanding

and caring (Galkienė, 2014). Teachers reflect on the need to build strong personal

relationships with learners, recognising the importance of understanding each learner’s

uniqueness and interpersonal differences. They also highlight the necessity of continuous
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professional development, creativity in organising the educational process, and the ability

to motivate and support learners to achieve success (Galkienė, 2014). Thus, developing

a teacher’s professional identity in the context of inclusive education requires ongoing

adaptation to the multiplicity of learners, shaped by the teacher’s capacity to understand

and embrace these differences. Teachers cultivate their professional identity through

continuous reflection on their practices and by striving to enhance their skills and

knowledge to ensure the success of every learner in an inclusive environment.

Unforeseen social change

As the teaching profession continues to evolve, marked by significant disruptions like

the COVID-19 pandemic, the importance of cultivating a strong professional identity has

become increasingly apparent (Suarez & McGrath, 2022). The pandemic posed

unprecedented challenges, requiring teachers to rapidly adapt to new demands and

environments. This adaptation included developing innovative teaching methods and

utilisingnew online communication strategies with learners and colleagues. Balancing the

pastoral care of their learners with their own professional and personal challenges

profoundly impacted teachers’ self-perception, emotions, and overall performance (Bacova

& Turner, 2023).

The sudden closure of schools worldwide due to COVID-19 forced teachers to swiftly

transition to virtual instruction to meet the needs of learners and families. Teachers

adapted to new teaching modalities overnight, often working harder than before while

managing their own children’s education at home. They faced difficulties in ensuring learner

engagement, particularly for those without reliable internet access. The pandemic

underscored the essential role of teachers and their significant impact on learners’ lives

(Jones & Kessler, 2020). Before the pandemic, there was already a strong emphasis on

the crucial role of teachers in supporting the academic, social, and emotional well-being

of learners. Teachers build their professional identities around these discourses, which

emphasise care and impact as central to their roles (Jones & Kessler, 2020).

Bacova and Turner (2023) emphasise the importance of open vulnerability in shaping

teachers’ professional identity. During the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers navigated an

emotional journey from anxiety and self-doubt to a reaffirmation of their roles as caring

professionals, often driven by positive feedback from learners, colleagues, and

communities. Despite sometimes opposing institutional rules, teachers found pride in their

autonomous decisions, reinforcing their self-image as compassionate educators (Bacova &

Turner, 2023). Their vulnerability encompassed empathy, accountability, and a commitment

to helping learners through the social and economic challenges. This approach also

extended to supporting colleagues’ well-being and professional growth. Reflecting on these

experiences was found to be cathartic, helping teachers gain a deeper understanding of

themselves and the future challenges they may face.
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The Era of Technology

In the digital age, the role of teachers has expanded significantly, with their responsibilities

constantly changing. Teachers are no longer just sources of information, they also serve

as role models and mentors, shaping a society that is in constant flux (Avidov-Ungar

& Forkosh-Baruch, 2018; Martínez-de-la-Hidalga & Villardón-Gallego, 2019). Traditionally,

teacher identity was defined by the necessary competencies and knowledge, such as

pedagogical skills and subject expertise. This traditional view underscores the importance

of evaluation and ongoing professional development (Martínez-de-la-Hidalga & Villardón-

Gallego, 2019). As educational needs and scientific advancements have progressed,

teachers’ roles have shifted from simply delivering knowledge to facilitating learning,

providing guidance, support, and values education. This evolution calls for training that

covers not just teaching skills but also interpersonal, communicative, and Information

Communication Technology (ICT) competencies. Thus, teachers’ professional identity

involves understanding changing roles and acquiring relevant skills and knowledge

(Martínez-de-la-Hidalga & Villardón-Gallego, 2019).

Such a role change occurred with the COVID-19 outbreak that forced educational

institutions to implement extensive changes within weeks, shifting teaching to various

online platforms that were unfamiliar to many teachers. Online teaching that goes beyond

merely supplementing traditional methods requires teachers to re-evaluate their core

beliefs about teaching and learning, as well as their roles. Many teachers were left

unsupported and untrained to manage the transition to a fully technology-mediated

environment, where policies and practices differ significantly from face-to-face settings.

Consequently, teachers’ professional identities can be impacted, as teachers can feel

vulnerable when long-standing principles and practices are challenged by new policies or

expectations (El-Soussi, 2022).

The COVID-19 outbreak enforced giant steps to adapting education to the 21st-century

requirements, essential for adopting innovative pedagogy. This involves implementing new

educational approaches to prepare learners better for modern challenges. Innovative

pedagogy consists of planned educational activities, introducing new ideas to enhance

learning through interaction, ideally using project-based learning focused on real-life

problems (Avidov-Ungar & Forkosh-Baruch, 2018). Curricula then needs to be developed by

teachers who have 21st-century skills, focusing on learners’ interests and future skills. This

includes integrating ICT to support knowledge-based teaching, active learning, and diverse

resources. The concept of “quality pedagogy in an innovative environment” according to

Avidov-Ungar and Forkosh-Baruch (2018), highlights the dynamic relationship between

pedagogy and evolving learning contexts. Innovation in pedagogy may not always involve

radical changes but can be seen as a gradual and relative process.

According to Steel (2009), as cited by El-Soussi (2022), teacher beliefs are often implicit

and complex, potentially serving as either an obstacle to change or facilitator of effective
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practices. Integrating technology into daily teaching is challenging, as even technologically

proficient teachers may not recognise its pedagogical value. Teachers whose pedagogical

beliefs do not align with technology use are likely to avoid it or use it in ways that do not fit

their teaching philosophy. Conversely, teachers whose beliefs align with technology tend to

be more successful in adopting it in their teaching (El-Soussi, 2022). Thus, positive attitudes

and beliefs about the value and utility of technology, with proficiency in ICT, encourage

the acceptance and use of innovative technology-based teaching methods. Consequently,

how teachers develop their professional identity effects the advancement of pedagogical

changes and reforms (Avidov-Ungar & Forkosh-Baruch, 2018).

Teacher Professional Identity Development in Times of Change involves teachers

adapting and evolving their professional selves in response to shifts in the educational

landscape. This process includes reflecting on their roles, values, and practices, particularly

during significant changes like introducing new inclusive practices, adopting new

technologies, adjusting to educational policy shifts, or facing unexpected challenges like

the COVID-19 pandemic. Teachers continually redefine their professional identity to meet

new demands and to ensure they can effectively support their learners’ learning and well-

being.

Let us pause and reflect.

In what ways can teachers proactively adapt their professional identities to navigate the

challenges posed by societal changes while ensuring they continue to meet the diverse

needs of their learners?

Changing teacher professional identity within inclusive education in different international

contexts

Inclusive education is a global priority, but its implementation varies widely across

countries and is influenced by cultural, social, and historical contexts. By examining the

approaches of China, Namibia, and Germany, you can develop a deeper understanding of

how diverse systems address inclusion. This highlights the successes, challenges, and

opportunities in creating educational environments that cater to all learners, particularly

those with special needs. The goal is for you to critically reflect on how professional

development, teacher preparation, and societal attitudes shape inclusive practices.

Grasping these dynamics can be significant for Teacher Professional Identity Development,

as it enables educators to consider and adapt strategies from different contexts to

effectively address local challenges.
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Let us pause and reflect.

By exploring the strategies employed in China, Namibia, and Germany, you can ask yourself

the following questions:

• What are the key challenges and successes in implementing inclusive education in

each context?

• How does professional development differ across these countries?

• What elements do you recognise in your own country or context, and how do those

elements help or hinder inclusive education?

• How do cultural and societal contexts influence the perception and practice of

inclusion?

Inclusive Education in China

In China, there is a strong tradition of emphasising Teacher Professional Development

(TPD) in teacher education, with future teachers studying their main subject for four years,

encompassing both educational theory and practical teaching experience. After graduation,

subject specialisation is a key part of a teacher’s identity, particularly in primary and

secondary schools, where teachers focus on a single subject such as mathematics,

Chinese, or English. This contrasts with some other countries, where primary school

teachers may handle multiple subjects.

TPD in China is an ongoing process that helps new teachers quickly develop their subject-

specific teaching skills. Various strategies support this growth, including mentoring by

experienced teachers, participation in instructional and research groups, observing other

teachers, and receiving feedback on teaching effectiveness. Teacher promotion in China

follows a structured hierarchy linked to both professional development and salary

increases, ranging from new teachers to expert master teachers.

However, when it comes to inclusive education, TPD alone is not enough. Teachers also

need to engage in Teacher Professional Identity Development (TPID) to fully understand

and implement inclusive education. While inclusive education is still in its early stages

in many parts of China, cities like Shanghai have begun integrating learners with special

needs into mainstream classrooms. Despite these efforts, challenges remain as learners

182 | UNDERSTANDING YOURSELF AS AN INCLUSIVE TEACHER – TEACHER PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT



with special needs are often exempt from academic exams, leading to a focus on learners

without special needs due to teacher evaluations being based on learner performance.

Inclusive education in China is deeply connected to the reform of special education,

which for over a century has segregated learners with special needs into special schools.

By the late 1980’s, China began transitioning to a more integrated system, moving learners

with special needs from special schools into regular classrooms. By 2003, the majority

of special education learners were learning in regular schools, though this shift has been

met with mixed success. Many regular school teachers lack the training to effectively

manage classrooms that include learners with special needs, and some reforms have been

superficial, without a true change in mindset.

In recent years, the Chinese government has shown a commitment to inclusive

education. Following the 2015 UNESCO Education Forum and the Education 2030 agenda,

China has introduced policies to promote inclusive and equitable quality education.

Scholars and experts in China have been instrumental in advancing research and practices

in inclusive education, establishing centres for studies, and developing experimental

projects in several provinces.

While progress has been made, significant challenges remain, particularly in fostering an

inclusive culture within schools and society, reforming curricula, and adequately preparing

teachers. Despite the Chinese definition of inclusive education emphasising the inclusion of

all learners and opposing discrimination (Huang Zhicheng, 2004), many teachers continue

to overlook the needs of learners with disabilities. As the country moves forward in both

TPD and TPID, achieving true inclusive education remains a long-term goal, though the path

towards it is becoming clearer.

Inclusive Education in Namibia

Inclusive education in Namibia continues to evolve. After ratifying key commitments that

support the inclusion of learners with special needs in general education and, ultimately,

their integration into society (such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with

Disabilities of 2006, the Salamanca Declaration of 1994, and the National Policy on

Disability Revised Draft of 2011), Namibia has made significant strides by establishing an

Education Sector Policy for Inclusive Education in 2013 (Chitiyo et al., 2016).

With this policy, teachers have received in-service training to better support learners with

special needs in inclusive classrooms. Existing special schools, now referred to as resource

schools under the Sector Policy on Inclusive Education, continue to play a vital role in

equipping other teachers with specific strategies for teaching and supporting learners with

special needs. However, more efforts are required to effectively address needs and allocate

resources (Chitiyo et al., 2016).

Inclusive teaching requires teachers to recognise and value the diverse experiences

and abilities of all learners, understanding that every learner’s potential is unlimited and
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embracing diversity. Although teachers generally show a commitment to inclusive

education, their attitudes are often influenced by concerns about their readiness and the

adequacy of the education system’s support. Effective inclusive teaching necessitates

thorough training, adequate support, suitable working conditions, and the freedom to adapt

teaching methods. Teachers must be responsible for offering diverse learning opportunities

to all learners and continuously reflect on their practices to combat social biases and

stereotypes (UNESCO, 2020).

High-quality training is crucial for inclusive teaching, addressing gaps in teachers’

knowledge about inclusive pedagogies, instructional techniques, classroom management,

and multi-professional collaboration. This training must be practical, comprehensive, and

include follow-up support to help teachers integrate new skills into their classroom

practices. The challenge lies in moving beyond the traditional approach of preparing

different teachers for different types of learners that can suppress diversity issues in

teacher education and hinder effective inclusive teaching (UNESCO, 2020).

In Namibia, the Ministry of Education has raised concerns about the adequacy of pre-

service training for inclusive and special education. According to Chitiyo et al. (2016), a

2013 educational needs assessment report identified a shortage of skilled professionals,

particularly in special education, where specific training is lacking. While some inclusive

education training is provided, it is insufficient to meet the needs of learners with special

needs. Therefore, specialised training and ongoing professional development are essential

to better equip teachers and enhance education quality for these learners.

A study by Mokaleng and Möwes (2020) indicates that teachers in a particular region

in Namibia view supportive leadership as crucial for the success of inclusive education,

emphasising the vital role school leaders play in providing necessary support. Without

this support, inclusive policies are at risk of failing. The study further highlights the need

for inclusive leadership to implement effective educational policies and programs. Many

teachers feel unsupported, leading to negative attitudes towards inclusive education, often

linked to insufficient knowledge, skills, training, and support. In addition, the study points

out that large class sizes are perceived as a significant challenge to inclusive education

in Namibia, with many teachers feeling overwhelmed and unable to meet the needs of all

learners effectively. Teachers acknowledge that their attitudes are critical to the success

of inclusive education, and negative attitudes are often associated with inadequate training

and skills. Many also believe that inclusive education places excessive demands on them,

likely due to a lack of knowledge and support, contributing to feelings of being

overwhelmed. Thus, negative attitudes that often arise from a lack of support are identified

as a major barrier to successfully implementing inclusive education (Mokaleng & Möwes,

2020).

The majority of teachers in a study by Chitiyo et al. (2016) emphasised the importance

of professional development for teaching learners with special needs. This indicates that

teachers in Namibia see the need for further training, suggesting that current pre-service
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education, which includes only a few courses on inclusive education, may not be enough

to prepare them for supporting learners with special needs. However, the positive attitude

toward professional development presents a valuable opportunity for Namibia to develop

and implement robust special education training programs (Chitiyo et al., 2016). Research

highlights a strong link between teacher professional development and overall education

quality, particularly in relation to teachers’ beliefs, practices, and learner education. Effective

professional development includes workshops, in-class coaching, team planning, action

research, peer observation, and study groups. Namibia’s teacher development programs

incorporate many of these elements, aligning with international best practices to enhance

education quality (USAID/EQUIP1, 2006). However, significant work remains to be done in

Namibia to ensure positive outcomes for all individuals with special needs.

Inclusive Education in Germany

In Germany, developments of inclusive education vary highly between the different federal

states (Steinmetz et al., 2021), also regarding the persistence of special schools. As Powell

et al. (2016: 244) conclude: “The German case, despite the legitimacy crisis of special

schooling since ratification of the UN-CRPD, also reveals the remarkable path-dependent

persistence of segregated and stratified schooling.” With great variance between the federal

states, the extensive network of special schools largely remains (Bildungsbericht, 2024).

This parallel system of special schooling limits learners’ opportunities for educational

success by obtaining higher education qualifications (Bildungsbericht, 2024), as Goldan

and Kemper (2020) have shown regarding learners with special educational needs in the

field of learning difficulties.

In the last years, there have been increased links between inclusion and diversity in

the German speaking discourses (Resch et al., 2020) and an increased emphasis on

intersectional perspectives (Haas & Penkwitt, 2023). However, notions of inclusive

education that focus on special educational needs or disabilities prevail (Löser & Werning,

2015). This leads to a missing link to migration pedagogy (Paraschou & Soremski, 2022)

and disregards, for instance, intersections of language and disability (Mecheril & Natarajan,

2022). A narrow understanding of inclusive education as focused on special educational

needs is reflected in a study on pre-service teachers’ understandings by Schaumburg et al.

(2019).

With regard to the ways in which inclusive education is embedded in German teacher

education programs, Blasse et al. (2023) emphasise that teacher education should enable

pre-service teachers to perceive relations of power and domination and reflect on their

own positioning within them. This would entail questioning their own beliefs, learning about

the deconstruction of normative images and concepts of education as a core component

of teacher education, and fostering critical reflection on power dynamics, differences,

and inequalities as an essential part of developing a professional identity as a teacher.
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Paraschou and Soremski (2022) call for a broader understanding of inclusive education

within educational science to ensure participation for everyone. The joint recommendations

by the German Rectors’ Conference and the Standing Conference of the Ministers of

Education and Cultural Affairs of the States in the Federal Republic of Germany (2015) on

“Educating teachers to embrace diversity” state: “degree programs which lead to a teaching

position in any type of school and at any level of schooling should prepare prospective

teachers cooperatively to take a constructive and professional approach to diversity” (HRK

& KMK, 2015: 2).

However, several challenges for teachers’ professional development and teacher

education remain. The prevalence of a narrow understanding of inclusive education

remains challenging regarding broader notions of diversity. For instance, Schreiter’s (2021:

72) analysis of module descriptions in initial teacher education for primary education

indicates a lack of reference to sexual and gender diversity in teacher education programs.

Furthermore, the strong tradition of special schooling in Germany is also reflected in

teacher education programs, which mostly rely on a distinct model with separate programs

for general and special education (Heinrich et al., 2013). At the same time, there are

differences concerning the federal states and their respective guidelines and frameworks

for teacher education. Hence, there are also examples for more integrated approaches to

teacher education on the university level (Bielefeld University: Kottmann & Miller, 2022) or

there have been changes on the federal state level following the UN-CRPD, for instance

in the federal state of Berlin. Within separate tracks for special education, Junge’s (2020:

6) study on pre-service special education teachers reflects insecurities in the contexts

of different situations in inclusive or special schools as well as the “need for students

to be recognised as a ‘real’ teacher.” By way of example, this reflects the crucial role of

teacher professional identity development in the context of changes as well as persistence

in schools.

In recent years, professionalisation and teacher professional development regarding

inclusive education and diversity have been the focus of several initiatives on both the

federal and state level. Especially within the Quality Initiative for Teacher Education

(Qualitätsoffensive Lehrerbildung) funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and

Research (BMBF) together with the federal states between 2015-2023. This initiative had

the overall aim to improve the quality of teacher education, one major focus was placed on

heterogeneity and inclusion. The projects included cross-sectional topics that considered

curricula, methods, and teaching and learning arrangements in teacher education for all

programs (BMBF, 2024). However, the end of funding places several challenges, for

instance with regard to focusing on multidisciplinary collaboration as one important aspect

for inclusive education (=> cross ref All means all chapters “Working within multidisciplinary

teams” and “teacher agency”here) within teacher education programs (BMBF, 2023: 25).

By way of example, we reviewed teacher professional identity development in three

contexts. At the same time, it is also important to engage with intersectional perspectives
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on teacher professional identity development, which will be addressed in the following

section.

Teacher Professional Identity Development and Intersectionality

Intersectionality is a framework that examines how various aspects of social identities – for

example, race, gender, disability, language, religious beliefs, or socioeconomic background

– interconnect to create unique life experiences and overlapping systems of discrimination

and disadvantage. In educational practice, an intersectional perspective raises awareness

about the diverse realities and discriminations faced by individuals, highlighting the impact

of power dynamics (for example, racism, ableism, sexism, etc.) in schools. The framework

of intersectionality helps to analyse how different social categories and power structures

interact, focusing on their inclusive and exclusive effects as well as the reproduction of

inequalities (Budde 2018, Riegel 2016). The goal of intersectionality is to deconstruct

power hierarchies and promote social justice by examining and challenging relations of

difference and dominance, thus holding significant transformative potential (Lawrence and

Nagashima 2020; Riegel 2016).

Figure 2: Intersecting Aspects of Identity

UNDERSTANDING YOURSELF AS AN INCLUSIVE TEACHER – TEACHER PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT | 187



Figure 2 demonstrates how a selection of aspects of social identity might intersect with

each other. It should be noted that this graphic includes only a selection; there are

numerous other aspects that influence identity, such as religion, sexual identity, immigration

status, and many more.

For pre-service and for in-service teachers, understanding intersectionality is crucial

not only for appreciating the diverse identities of learners but also for recognising the

importance of their own identities as educators (Pugach et al., 2019). An intersectional

perspective allows pre-service teachers to reflect on their social positioning and on how it

influences their teaching. It further helps to address and tackle inequalities that occur in

every classroom (Boveda & Aronson, 2019). Pugach et al. (2019) undermine the need for an

intersectional perspective on identity in teacher education:

“Probing the complexity of multiple identities not only can help [teacher] candidates
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understand how risk is amplified based on multiple jeopardies; doing so can also surface the

multiple assets students bring – across identity markers – that can be marshalled toward

learning” (Pugach et al., 2019: 214).

By adopting an intersectional perspective, an asset-based approach can be taken, which

is central to inclusive teaching as it focuses on the strengths and potentials of learners

rather than on their assumed deficits. Another aspect that underscores the need for an

intersectional perspective when addressing teacher professional identity development is

the often-encountered demographic mismatch between teachers and learners’

backgrounds. This mismatch can lead to problems in understanding learners, as well

as prejudices and potential biases against them, which can hinder their educational

experiences (Gershenson et al., 2016).

This section will closely examine these aspects, aiming to encourage self-reflection

on intersectionality and the development of one’s identity as a teacher. After providing a

brief historical context of intersectionality, we will explore the meaning of disadvantages

and privileges in education as they relate to intersectionality. The section will also offer

examples of intersecting teacher identities and include biographical insights.

Historic context of intersectionality

The idea of intersectionality originated to a significant extent in Black feminism. Particularly

within the Combahee River Collective, a Black feminist lesbian organisation that was active

in Boston from 1974 to 1980. In their 1977 statement, they highlighted intersecting systems

of oppression affecting Black women, however, without directly referring to the term

“intersectionality.” The statement called for social change by addressing interconnected

systems of oppression like race, gender, sexual orientation and class, and it greatly

influenced feminist theories and activism. In 1989, legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw

introduced the term “intersectionality” to emphasise the unique experiences of individuals

facing multiple forms of discrimination. The idea has since travelled through numerous

disciplines (for example, law, philosophy, sociology), being referred to as a “traveling theory”

(Salem, 2018) and a “traveling concept” (Lindmeier, 2023), and has long made its way into

educational sciences.

Disadvantages and Privileges in Education

When applying an intersectional perspective to TPID, it is crucial to consider issues of

power and oppression, as they are inseparably linked to different aspects of identity.

Questions of privilege and disadvantage are particularly useful when reflecting on both
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teacher and learner identities. While the term “privilege” may carry different meanings

depending on the context, many people have an intuitive understanding of it as a common

term. Black & Stone (2005) define privilege in relation to oppression, introducing the

concept of social privilege. In this understanding, privilege is a special advantage that is

context-dependent rather than universal. It is typically unearned and tied to a preferred

social status or rank, benefiting those who possess it, often at the expense of others.

Many times, individuals or groups holding privileges are unaware of them (ibid.). Since

identities are shaped by multiple factors that intersect with privilege and disadvantage

in different ways, it is essential to examine them through an intersectional lens. Black &

Stone (2005) highlight this by discussing privilege within the context of socially constructed

categories such as sexual orientation, socioeconomic status (SES), age, differing degrees

of ability, and religious affiliation (ibid.). This list is not exhaustive; however, it underscores

how multiple variables influence privilege. The challenges or possibilities that learners

encounter due to being (de)privileged significantly shape their educational experiences.

For instance, Antoninis et al. (2020) took a closer look at the UNESCO 2020 Global

Education Monitoring Report with a focus on inclusion and pointed out how disadvantages

often intersect. It was observed that those most at risk of being excluded from education

frequently face intersecting disadvantages related to “language, geographic location,

gender, and ethnicity” (Antoninis et al., 2020: 105). Specifically, in at least 20 countries

with available data, very few rural young women that live in poverty finish upper secondary

school (ibid.). This example demonstrates the intersectional interaction of multiple factors,

showing how limited access to resources – because of living in a rural area, having a low

socioeconomic background, or living in poverty – interacts with linguistic background, age,

and gender. In this way, an individual’s educational participation is hindered by multiple

structural disadvantages, which can be traced back to various relations of power and

domination, such as linguicism, adultism and sexism, as well as patriarchal and capitalist

structures.

Another example of how privilege influences educational opportunities becomes evident

when examining learners’ socioeconomic backgrounds. In Germany, only 32% of children

from socioeconomically disadvantaged families receive recommendation for higher-level

academic tracks, compared to 78% of children from privileged families (Autor:innengruppe

Bildungsberichterstattung, 2024). Even when learners have the same academic

performance and grades, still 59% of children from privileged families and only 51% of

children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds receive such a recommendation

(Autor:innengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2024).

Figure 3: Intersecting axes of privilege, domination, and oppression
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Source: Henr/iques et al., 2023, adapted from Morgan, 1996: 107

Figure 3 above illustrates how different social categories can be linked to privilege,

oppression, and disadvantages. Each line represents a social category or aspect of identity,

with one end associated with privilege and the other with oppression or domination. This

representation wants to highlight how various aspects of identity can place individuals

at different points on the privilege-oppression spectrum. It includes the concept of

intersectionality by showing that these categories are interconnected and collectively shape

a person’s overall experience in society. For example, a Black woman with disabilities

experiences life not just as a woman, a Black person, or a person with disabilities, but as

a combination of all these aspects, creating a unique experience that may simultaneously

be influenced by power dynamics such as sexism, racism, and ableism (AWIS, 2018).

However, it should be noted that aspects of privilege and oppression are context dependent.

For example, Figure 3 views speakers of English as a second language as disadvantaged
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because it focuses on a U.S. context; however, the (de)privileging of languages depends on

the specific context in which it occurs.

Let us pause and reflect.

Take a closer look at Figure 3. Try to think of three aspects of your identity that are especially

important to you. Those aspects may or may not be represented in the figure. Write them

down and reflect on how they have been connected to privileges, disadvantages, and

oppression that you have experienced in your life.

Intersectional Teacher Identity

A teacher’s identity is essential not only for their development as educators but also in how

they address inequalities and differences in educational settings. “Teacher identity can be

broadly defined by how teachers make sense of themselves as professionals, by how they

present themselves to others, and by the roles that they play in response to their disciplinary,

social, cultural, and political contexts” (Maddamsetti, 2023: 2540). This implies that in the

process of developing their professional teacher identity, teachers should be reflecting on

the interplay between their self-concept and the external expectations and societal contexts

they navigate.

An example of how experiences with self-concepts and external expectations may play

out in a classroom is provided by Lawrence & Nagashima (2020). The authors explored

the connections between identity, teaching practice, and university classroom interactions

from an intersectional perspective by analysing personal written narratives through duo

ethnography. They found that the intersection of gender, sexuality, race, and native-speaker

status significantly impacted their professional identities as language teachers. For

instance, one author reported that, as a bisexual Japanese woman living and working

in the U.S., she experienced both sexualisation and fetishisation. While already facing

fetishisation as an Asian woman, she chose to conceal her bisexuality to avoid further

hyper sexualisation, given the false perceptions of sexuality often associated with bisexual

women. The author further expresses that despite her desire to incorporate LGBTQ+ topics

into her classroom, she hesitates because she fears learners might react with homophobia

or indifference, which could negatively affect her personally (Lawrence & Nagashima,

2020). This example highlights how heteronormativity, sexism, and racism influence
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teachers’ decisions, in this particular case leading to the exclusion of certain topics from

the curriculum.

Let us pause and reflect.

Can you think of a moment in your teaching practice where you felt a conflict between your

self-concept as a teacher and the external expectations of your teaching environment? How

did you navigate this tension, and what insights did you gain about your evolving

professional identity?

Reflecting on one’s personal history is essential for understanding how individual

experiences form professional identity. A teacher’s biography profoundly influences their

beliefs and practices as an educator, with early experiences profoundly shaping their

perception of what it means to be a teacher (Pajrares, 1992). Such reflection helps teachers

link their personal histories to their teaching practices, offering valuable insights into their

professional development. For example, Leckie & De Buser (2020) conducted a study

that explored teachers’ autobiographies to investigate how intersectionality can act as a

framework for professional growth. Their findings indicated that, through an intersectional

perspective on their autobiographies, the participants were able to connect critical content

with their own experiences in society and education. The study also revealed that even

within a seemingly homogeneous group, teachers have encountered a variety of privileges

and disadvantages in their biographies. By applying an intersectional lens to their own

lives, teachers were able to better understand the experiences of diverse learners, despite

differences in identity or social categories.

Let us pause and reflect.

With the above in mind, we would like to revisit the example case at the beginning of this

chapter, which contains biographical narratives from a teacher named Rhianna. Please read

UNDERSTANDING YOURSELF AS AN INCLUSIVE TEACHER – TEACHER PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT | 193



through the example case once more before continuing with the following section.

Referring back to our example case, we can see that Rhianna’s self-understanding is deeply

connected to and motivated by her own experiences at school. Reflecting on this from

an intersectional perspective, considering the effective power structures and the privileged

or deprived aspects of identity, we observe that her personal background resulted in

hindrances on multiple levels. Her dyslexia, socioeconomic background, and limited access

to resources intersected to shape her educational journey and created unique barriers and

challenges. These challenges included being placed in intervention groups, which restricted

Rhianna’s access to the mainstream curriculum and, consequently, to education in the same

way as her peers. The decision to place her in a separate program was likely made by

educators and administrators, significantly impacting her educational path and highlighting

how power dynamics can influence the quality and direction of a learner’s education. These

experiences inspired her to become a teacher, equipping her with the ability to empathise

with learners facing similar challenges and informing her approach to teaching.

Let us pause and reflect.

Reflect on your own educational experiences and how they might have shaped your

professional identity as a teacher.

• What aspects of your identity have led to advantages or disadvantages during your

time at school?

• What barriers did you encounter (or not encounter) in your educational journey?

• Have these experiences influenced how you want to be as a teacher? If so, how?

Developing Intersectional Sensitivity

As demonstrated by Leckie & De Buser (2020), identifying and exploring various aspects of

privilege and oppression and their interconnectedness can profoundly influence teaching

practices. The authors further argue that reflecting on one’s own experiences is essential

for understanding and shaping one’s role as a teacher (ibid.). Additionally, the adoption of

an intersectional framework reveals that everyone, often unconsciously, internalises traits
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from oppressive ideologies. This realisation underscores the importance of understanding

how oppression shapes our society and therefore influences institutions, including schools

and other educational facilities. To effectively incorporate these insights into teaching,

the concept of “intersectional sensitivity” can serve as a reference point. According to

Volknant et al. (in press), intersectional sensitivity in pedagogical practice encompasses

several key aspects. Primarily, it involves teachers developing the ability to identify the

individual circumstances their learners are in and also to recognise the privileges and

disadvantages accompanying them. This approach requires more than just knowledge

and diagnostic skills; it demands a mindset and practical approach that prioritises an

empathetic understanding of the challenges that learners face in their everyday lives.

Furthermore, it calls for responsive actions that address these challenges, considering

each learner’s individual biographical experiences (ibid.). To develop an identity as an

intersectional sensitive teacher, the following points should be considered:

Knowing: Understanding the history and mechanisms of power and dominance, as well

as inclusion and exclusion, particularly within the relevant context (for example, national,

cultural, political, etc.).

Identifying: The ability to identify learners’ individual needs in relation to their intersecting

aspects of identity, as well as the power structures, privileges, and disadvantages at play

and how they manifest in the classroom. An intersectional framework (Boveda & Aronson

2019; Leckie & De Buser, 2020; Riegel, 2016) can assist in this identification process.

Acting: Taking responsive actions that address learners’ individual needs, continuously

reflecting on one’s practices, beliefs, methods, and materials. This involves addressing

critical or discriminatory actions that occur within the classroom, among staff, or in school

organisational structures. It also encompasses engaging in ongoing professional

development, for instance, by continuously participating in teacher education.

Intersectional sensitivity is central when considering TPID because it emphasises the

ongoing reflective process educators must undergo to understand their roles and

responsibilities within a diverse and complex society, thereby enabling meaningful inclusive

teaching.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=669#h5p-40
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Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Reflect on the context of teacher professional identity in your country or context. What

is the role of a teacher?

• What role do cultural and structural differences play in shaping teacher attitudes and

professional development towards inclusive education, and how can these insights

help create more effective training programs?

• Think about how you want to be as a teacher. Reflect on why including intersectional

perspectives is crucial for your professional identity as a teacher and how it connects

to your own identity, your learners’ identities, and societal power structures. Try to

visualise those connections through a drawing, diagram, or a written reflection that

helps you express these relationships.
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REFLECTING ON TEACHER HABITUS - THE
POTENTIAL TO SUPPORT INCLUSION IN
THE CLASSROOM

Nico Leonhardt; Rose Ryan; and Valerio Ferrero

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=369#oembed-1

Example Case 1

“I was born and raised in western Germany in a Catholic, white, middle-class family without any

academic background…and then I went to Berlin and I’m teaching at a school where most of my

students have a completely different background, let’s say. When I was first teaching there, I had

to relearn many things because entering with my habitus, the way I was socialised, didn’t work

out very well because there were lots of misunderstandings, lots of biases from my side. And

so, I was trying to better understand how I was raised and how my students were raised…and

also, they have different families and different backgrounds, but it was very, very obvious to me

that I couldn’t just put my own beliefs and habitus on them because theirs was very different.

[…] As a teacher, you’re always aware of the powerful side of that. So, I asked myself, how can I

use that power in a positive way for my students? And how do I talk about my students, because

this is a kind of reproduction of how I see them. So, first of all, how I talk about them with my

colleagues. I just asked myself very concretely when I come out of class, when I finish a class

and I go into the teacher’s (staff) room, how do I talk? What do I say? Even if I’m frustrated, what

kind of behaviour do I display when I talk about them in a biased way… if we think about teacher

habitus and how we talk about students it is not only how we talk inside school, but also how we

talk outside of school. So how do I talk to my own parents, to my own family about how I work,

what I see and how I see my students? And this is also something that really changed during

my working experience overthe last ten years. If you change your perspective and you take on
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board the student’s perspective and their family’s perspective, you see that it‘s not a school in

a socially deprived or marginalised area, it’s not a school facing lots of problems, it’s also not

in paradise. But for them, it’s just a school, a normal school. So, if you change your perspective

on these schools and the discourse, then you can also see the bias that you have, because it’s

a very normative way to look at these schools and these students. For me, trying to change my

perspective and beginning with myself has helped me.”

Simon Klippert, secondary school teacher, Germany

Initial questions

1. What does teacher habitus mean?

2. Why is it important for me as a teacher to consider teacher habitus?

3. How diverse is the teaching profession in Ireland, Italy, and Germany? What needs to

change to achieve inclusion?

4. What is the impact of teacher habitus on students?

5. What are the challenges of engaging with your own teacher habitus?

6. How can I reflect on my own habitus as a teacher?

7. Through a better awareness of teacher habitus, what is the potential for me to support

inclusion in the classroom and impact inclusive school culture?

Introduction to Topic

We know that teacher habitus is contextualised within one’s own knowledge, behaviour, and

social influences. Teacher habitus is also increasingly becoming the focus of a reflexive

examination of pedagogical discourse. Habitus, as a person’s overall appearance and

internalisation of social and cultural norms of one’s social class (Bourdieu and Passeron

1977), is significantly shaped by a person’s background and biographical (and school)

development. In this regard, the discourse on teacher habitus is also linked to the issue

of educational inequality, because schools play an important role in producing and

(re)producing class inequalities (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979). Our expectations,

assumptions, relationships, and interactions are closely linked to our beliefs (and biases)

about what is considered ‘normal’ and ‘capable’. Habitus significantly determines and
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influences teacher action and thus student development (Helsper, 2015; Lange-Vester,

2015). Discrimination, stigmatisation, and the (re)production of social inequality can play a

significant role in this.

In relation to teacher habitus, different types can be distinguished (Lange-Vester 2015).

Concepts of the normality of teachers are closely linked to the respective (ability)

expectations. In the context of teacher habitus, questions for consideration include to what

extent my own habitus influences my everyday pedagogical work and/or which prejudices

influence me as a teacher? Also, which experiences and habitual patterns remain invisible

in everyday school life and are excluded in the sense of a hegemonic effect?

Knowing that power is immanent in the context of schooling, inclusive pedagogy, or

inclusive teacher education faces the challenge of revealing and questioning habitus

patterns in a power-critical way. This chapter explores the meaning and importance of

teacher habitus, how it is affected, and considers the implications of the lack of diversity in

the teaching profession in Ireland, Italy, and Germany (the authors’ countries of origin). The

chapter outlines the possibilities there are for confronting one’s own habitus as a teacher in

an inclusive pedagogical everyday environment.

Considerations for developing habitus sensitivity are used as potential for change. As a

result, implications on two levels for self-reflective engagement are highlighted. On the one

hand, on the level of the teacher and, on the other hand, on the level of the students or the

school culture.

Key aspects

The meaning of teacher habitus

The term ‘habitus’ refers to the dominant norms and practices of particular social classes

or groups (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). Central to Bourdieu’s notion of habitus is that

in society certain classes use their social, cultural, and economic capital, to reproduce

themselves and secure their dominance in society (Thomas, 2002). Thomas (2002) argues

that habitus refers to more than norms or values because it is so embedded, often

subconsciously, in everyday life and interactions (Thomas, 2002). In Bourdieu’s sense,

habitus can be described as “schemata or relations of perceptions, sense-making, and

actions and their social conditions” (Höhne, 2013:261, Author’s translation) and is

essentially shaped by one’s own experiences and social structures. It is thereby something

“internalised, something that demarcates me and my world from another world” (Thümmler,

2022:220, Author’s translation) and is not cognitively caught up, but finds expression in a

person’s practices (cf. te Poel 2022:142 after Kramer, 2019, Author’s translation).

The meaning of social class, for example, plays an all-encompassing role in our

contemporary society (Hooks, 2020). Nevertheless, reflection on social processes critical

of classism, is only hesitantly moving into the focus of public discourses (ibid.). In the field
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of education, however, the question of origin and its effects in the context of educational

(in)justice is increasingly discussed (e.g., El-Mafaalani, 2020 or Behrmann, 2013). The topic

discussed in this chapter, therefore, focuses on the concept of habitus and its impact

on (inclusive) educational processes. The habitus of the elite are well suited to thrive in

formal educational environments that are (deliberately) structured to meet their needs while

the needs of other groups are far more likely to be divorced from the habitus of formal

educational institutions. These can be summarised as structural barriers in education,

particularly financial barriers, a disconnection between the students’ habitus (values,

norms, and culture) and the ‘middle-class’ habitus of schools, universities, and elite

institutions, where students can experience education as a ‘struggle’ with a strong sense of

‘not fitting in’ or ‘not being good en ough’.

Habitus is of great importance, especially in the context of school: as Perrenoud (2001)

states, it is the generative grammar of all practices. Teachers come to school with their

“habitual orientations that have developed in their social environment” (Thümmler, 2022:

221, author’s translation). The so-called teacher habitus is therefore an important part

of current educational debates. In this context, Helsper (2018) differentiates the concept

of habitus into four parts of an overall habitus of teachers, which are interconnected in

terms of processes. First, Helsper identifies the primary habitus of origin. This is based

on the cultural practices of the family and one’s own social environment. It forms the

basis of the overall habitus. From this, an individual habitus (second) develops, which

is reciprocally strongly influenced by one’s own life path and shaped by experiences in

environments and spaces outside the family (ibid. & te Poel 2022). Depending on the

contact with other environments, this can also lead to habitus transformations, in relation to

the primary habitus. In addition, teacher habitus (third) and student habitus (fourth) are still

essential field-specific formations of the overall habitus of a teacher, which in turn strongly

influence each other. Thus, “teachers design student images equivalent to their own teacher

habitus, which tend to remain concealed” (te Poel 2022: 142, Author’s translation). Thus,

the question is what learned behaviours, perceptions, and experiences determine teachers’

behaviour? What notions of normality or difference influence teachers’ concrete practices?

What forms of ‘othering’, discrimination or stigmatisation are associated with habitual

imprints? Lange-Vester (2015), for example, distinguishes three different habitus types

among teachers (personal responsibility and inclusion, integration and equal opportunities,

and order and discipline), which in turn are each linked to specific expectations of students

and can lead to different patterns of action. Thus, the view of social inequalities differs

across patterns, and expectations of students are linked to them. For example, who

receives recognition for which skills, or who is expected to succeed in school and who is

not?

206 | REFLECTING ON TEACHER HABITUS - THE POTENTIAL TO SUPPORT INCLUSION IN THE CLASSROOM



Considering your own habitus as a teacher: why is it important?

Example Case 2

“I am a primary school teacher in Ireland. Recently, a child from Serbia arrived in my

classroom: she did not speak English and felt lost. Observing her, I noticed that she loves to

draw and doodle during playtime. So, I decided to include drawing in my lessons as a strategy

for communicating and approaching different topics: she started to feel at ease within the

class. Feeling welcome, she started to use drawings as a map to speak in English. It was

crucial for me to consider my habitus and perceive myself as a change agent for this child: she

should have every opportunity to succeed.”

Dean Vaughan, primary school teacher, Ireland

Much has been written in pedagogy books on what it means to be a good teacher, on how

to welcome and value diversity from an intersectional perspective, on how to implement

inclusion (Azer, 2005; Biesta, 2017; Ida, 2017). However, every teacher, even the one with the

most refined and precise academic preparation, knows the feeling when certainties break

down in front of a group of students who are decidedly different from the typical cases

presented in university textbooks. No two students are the same and there is no single way

to be a good teacher. However, reflection on habitus is useful in this perspective and is

connoted in terms of equity and social justice (Bell, 2016; Carlisle et al., 2006; David et al.,

2001; Hackman, 2005). The issue is to ensure excellent educational opportunities for all,

and it can be achieved mainly through teachers.

Teachers can be agents of change by exerting transformative and ameliorative potential

for their students’ school paths and lives (Brown et al., 2021; Cooper et al., 2015; Pantić

et al., 2022), but they can also reproduce and produce inequalities because of their

stereotypes and prejudices and their idea of schooling that may not match that of some

students and families. (Collins, 2009; Ferrero, 2023; Reichelt et al., 2019; Behrmann 2013).

This is certainly not a new dynamic (Bourdieu, 1966; Mickelson, 1987), but in the context

of current emergencies (the pandemic, the geopolitical crisis, energy, and food autonomy),

it becomes essential to affirm the crucial role of schools and teachers in supporting equal

opportunities and social inclusion for all.

As we have outlined earlier in this chapter, each teacher is a person with their own ideas,

values, beliefs, history, and culture. Everyone reads and understands reality with their own

interpretative schemes, not being free from stereotypes or prejudices that have an influence
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on their educational relationships with students (Inan-Kaya & Rubie-Davies, 2022; Mason et

al., 2014; Sabarwal et al., 2022) and on evaluative practices (Beg et al., 2021; Triventi, 2019).

In this context, not all teachers will value diversity in all its forms: there are some more

likely to accommodate cultural diversity than sexual orientation, others more comfortable

with disability than religious difference, still others more likely to appreciate socioeconomic

diversity than family composition (Granata, 2016).

Considering one’s own positionality is critical to fully analysing reality, tracing unknown

stimuli back to known categories, counteracting false and inflexible processes (Allport,

1979) that risk producing and reproducing inequalities. This is why it is essential for each

teacher to consider their own habitus and to reflect on their own modes of professional

action. Considering one’s own habitus as a teacher and consciously working on one’s

own way of constructing educational relationships, of communicating with students and

families, means valuing the ethical and deontological dimension of educational

professionalism (Damiano, 2007; Milani et al., 2021; Morin, 2004), i.e. on their own

educational role and on how their actions convey meanings and have consequences on

students’ educational pathways.

Habitus is a central aspect of teaching professionalism because actions and practices

must change to respond to the diversity of the classroom: there is no one size fits all, but

it is necessary to understand which strategies will meet the needs of the students. It is

imperative for every teacher to consider their habitus and perceive themselves as agents

of change for each individual student. Both in the choice of materials to be adopted and

in the operations to create an open and inclusive environment, one’s own view of the world

comes into play; being aware of this means paying attention to the effects that one’s ideas

about education may have on the students and on the (lack of) appreciation of everyone’s

uniqueness.

Understanding habitus is first and foremost a reflection on oneself, which connotes

professional action for which creativity, empathy, and emotional intelligence are required to

increase their view of the world (Feucht et al., 2017; Zembylas, 2014). In this perspective,

attention to the teacher’s habitus is indispensable in order to let its transformative potential

emerge, not only regarding the individual, but also for the school culture in which one is

immersed (Balkar, 2015; Feldman, 2016). Asking questions about the organisation we are

in and questioning it (Cansoy & Parlar, 2017; Mincu & Granata, 2021; Yusof et al., 2016) can

change what produces inequalities.

The teacher can be an agent of change not only for students, but also for school life.

Equity and inclusion are systemic issues for everyone; schools, teachers, and students.

From the teacher’s perspective, considering one’s own habitus and taking a reflective

posture is important because it supports professional growth, change, inclusion, and equity.
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Talking to all, representing all: How diverse is the teaching profession in
Ireland, Italy, and Germany? What needs to change to achieve inclusion?

Based on the importance of teachers reflecting on their own habitus, the diversity of

the teaching profession in Ireland, Italy, and Germany (the authors’ countries of origin) is

described in the following section.

In all three countries, various similarities emerge in the composition of the teaching

profession. Regarding the availability of data on the characteristics of teachers, differences

also emerge. In Germany, for example, it has not yet been comprehensively researched

“how heterogeneous or homogeneous the habitus patterns are within a teaching staff”

(Thümmler, 2022: 222, author’s translation). However, it can be observed that teachers

mainly come from upper and middle social milieus (ibid.) and that there are still

discriminatory barriers to entry when it comes to accessing the teaching profession. In

Ireland, teachers are predominantly white, Irish, female, settled, Catholic, and middle class

(Heinz & Keane, 2018). In Italy, the situation is quite similar, although there is a lack of

specific studies on the composition of the teacher and student population in teacher

education. Cultural and religious diversity is poorly represented (Colucci & Gallo, 2017) and

there are few teachers with disabilities or other special needs (Bellacicco et al., 2022).

Data on sexual orientation and family composition are lacking. In Italy, more than 90% of

kindergarten and primary school teachers are female, and this gender also predominates in

the other school types, albeit to a lesser extent (OECD, 2017; 2018).

Access to teacher training programmes in all three countries is only possible through

access to higher education. In Germany for example you need a Master’s degree, state

examination or university part-time training as a lateral entrant to work as a teacher. This

means that access to be a teacher isn’t yet very inclusive because universities or university

colleges of teacher education are strongly characterised by an “aura of exclusivity” (Alheit,

2014), so that access to this form of knowledge (re)production cannot be thought of

independently of privileges and marginalisations (cf. Leonhardt, Schuppener, Goldbach,

2022 & Goldbach et al., 2022). Thus, teacher education is already affected by the fact that

it only recognises certain habitual patterns and denies different groups of people access

to the university system. Even though there are now opportunities for lateral entry into

the profession, this too is tied to university training (exemplified by Leonhardt, 2020). In

Germany, the issue of class affiliation is still very much reflected in educational success,

which is well illustrated by the recurring PISA results, among other things. This means that

access to the teaching profession requires successful passage through the school system

(see Helsper 2018 & El-Mafaalani, 2020).

Regarding access to teacher education in Italy, for kindergarten, and elementary school

teachers there is a qualifying master’s program. For middle and high schools there are

disciplinary master’s programs that must be accompanied by qualifying courses that are

subject to constant reforms (Mortari & Silva, 2020). In general, access to the profession is
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difficult and, in many cases, expensive due to the high cost of teacher education courses.

Students from low or middle socioeconomic and sociocultural backgrounds acquire fewer

linguistic and logical-mathematical skills than their peers (INVALSI, 2022) and less affluent

students choose high schools at the age of 14 that restrict their opportunities to pursue

professional programmes of study (Benadusi & Giancola, 2021), resulting in a

homogeneous teacher population.

In Ireland, while there has been significant investment in widening participation in higher

education and some reduction in inequality, access to higher education remains highly

stratified (Higher Education Authority, 2015:14). National policy has focused on increasing

the number of higher education entrants from lower socioeconomic groups, first-time

entrants, mature entrants, students with disabilities, part-time and flexible learners,

continuing education degree holders, and Irish Travelers (HEA, 2015: 34). Inequality in

education is reflected in inequity in access to high-status professions, such as law, teaching,

and medicine (Keane & Heinz, 2016) resulting in a homogenous teacher population (Heinz

& Keane, 2018) Ireland’s National Plans for Equal Access to Higher Education (2015-2019

and 2022-2028) (Higher Education Authority 2015 and 2022) include a focus on diversifying

initial teacher education as a key national strategic priority stimulating the development of

projects nationally that focus specifically on broadening the diversity of teachers in Ireland.

The diversity (lack of diversity) of the teaching profession in all three countries described

above highlights the possible disconnection between the habitus (predominantly ‘middle-

class’ values, norms, and culture) of many teachers and the habitus of many students

(working class, students with disabilities, students from different ethnic minorities for

example).

The impact of teacher habitus on students

Example Case 3

“I grew up as a child in a position where I was gendered differently from what I felt. Myself and

my teachers always asked the question: what do you want to be when you grow up and my

answer was always, I want to be a boy. I want to be a guy. I want to be a police MAN. […] and

teachers always told me, that’s funny. What do you really want to be? And so, I kept saying, I

want to be a boy. I want to be a guy. I want to be a man. But it became almost like a weird joke

because that was the way they translated my words all the time and I still remember that

meeting ending with me having no clear path of what I want to do and not really feeling
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acknowledged. Even when I contacted those professionals, I went into that room laughing and

joking and trying to use humour as a way of talking about my position because the only way

I’ve learned to talk about it was with people laughing at me. And then when I went through

transitioning and went into trans groups, I felt very alienated because I wasn’t sure I was

supposed to be there. I still had memories coming back to me of the teachers telling me that I

was a joke. They didn’t want to harm me. They just didn’t really see that that was even

possible. I don’t think there was intent. It was not because they were cruel or were politically

involved in anything. Their mind view was just this couldn’t happen. So, it was just a joke.”

Sebastian Nemeth – Expert and Researcher/adjunct

As Sebastian Nemeth’s words make clear, norms associated with the teacher habitus

can lead to discriminatory actions, which in turn have a strong influence on students’

biographies. Helsper (2018: 118, Author’s translation) also points out that the “conflation

of habitus and teacher orientation” can contain a “potential for problems”, for example,

when teachers have little or no understanding of life situations or lifeworld’s due to their

own habitus. In turn, unconscious teacher behaviour develops from their own learned ideas,

as can be seen in the previous example. In this regard, te Poel (2022) also shows that

these habitual student images can be linked to recognition orientations. This means that

recognition or lack of recognition towards pupils can arise from learnt beliefs. As described

earlier, internalised norms and prejudices relate to habitus, which can have an influence on

who we recognise and value.

Following this thought and knowing that habitus also guides action, a direct connection

between the habitus of the teacher and the possible recognition behaviour towards the

students becomes apparent. Accordingly, the development of a sense of belonging is

strongly tied to teacher orientations or beliefs. Empathy can be a great challenge if there

is no habitual ability to fit in with the students (ibid.), so that there is no access to their

lifeworld. One’s own prejudices and conceptions of norms can therefore have a great

influence on the development of pedagogical relationships (cf. Chapter Pedagogical

Relationships in this book).

Teacher habitus has a major impact on students’ orientations, their sense of belonging,

of being valued, of being heard (Helsper, 2018; Thümmler, 2022). The question of who I

expect to be successful or which student do I trust with which skills can therefore strongly

influence students in their learning and in their educational biography. These habitual

teacher orientations can thus contribute to the stabilisation and further development of

educational trajectories or (re)produce (educational) inequalities.

The confrontation with your self – challenges of engaging with your own
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teacher habitus

The influence of the teacher habitus is extensive and remains mostly unconscious. It is

therefore very complex and difficult to break through these internalised norms. Looking

at one’s own status and confronting one’s own privileges is often emotional and painful,

especially since these are biographically rooted. Studies and biographical descriptions have

shown that challenging one’s own habitus is complex and can also lead to tensions (e.g.,

with one’s own family environment or milieu of origin). Furthermore, self-reflection from

one’s own point of view will always be limited, as this is done from a restricted position

influenced by one’s own norms and prejudices. Certain perspectives on discrimination are

thus denied through pure self-reflection. Perspective on the subject matter may also be

limited because many teachers themselves have been successful in (and therefore value)

established systems. They value the system, and the definitions of success, which has

advantaged them. Self-reflection in the context of school cannot replace a ‘pluraliaation of

perspectives’ as exemplified by Emcke (2019).

In addition, school is always subject to and characterised by powerful structures and

cultures (cf. Leonhardt et al., i.p.). Breaking through this ‘grammar of school’ (cf. Feichter,

2020) as a teacher is associated with strong limitations, so that confronting one’s own

habitus and its effects can lead to feelings of powerlessness in challenging norms. Efforts

to change habitual effects cannot be viewed in isolation from societal (norm) ideas and

structures. For example, schools play a significant role “in ableist subject formation”

(Buchner, 2022: 207, author’s translation) in that students are “confronted with specific

ability-related imperatives and norms and forced to relate to them.” This makes it clear

that even when teachers are highly motivated, socially produced “patterns of perception,

thought, and action […] are not simply suspended” (ibid., 211, author’s translation).

Furthermore, such a reflexive examination requires time, which is too often not available in

everyday pedagogical life since it can also only be considered as a process.

Developing empathy for students and their lifeworld can be challenging when mutual

(learnt) beliefs do not match. In addition, it cannot be the goal to create a complete habitual

fit between teachers and all students. Students are characterised by high diversity, and it

seems impossible that all lifeworlds are reflected in one’s own experiences and conceptions

of norms (cf. Helsper, 2018). Rather, it should be about the formation of empathy that

enables the development of relationships with students. In this regard, concrete strategies

will be described in the following sections.

The teacher reflecting on their own habitus: a systemic task

Reflecting on your own teacher habitus requires the ability to stay in ambiguous and even

contradictory situations without letting yourself be overwhelmed and turning mistakes, or

critical episodes, into opportunities. Schön’s (1987) well-known image of the teacher as a

reflective operator is fundamental. Questions that you can ask yourself might include, for
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example, what does it mean for me to be a teacher? How does my value system influence

my educational practice? How can I be a good teacher and an agent of change for equity

and social justice? Asking these questions is not an exercise in style, but an indispensable

operation to illuminate teaching as a socially and politically strategic profession that

promotes empowerment and conscious development in the people of today’s and

tomorrow’s society (Biesta, 2017).

Dewey (1910; 1929) talks about reflexive action, which develops from a situation of

cognitive unease, doubt, perplexity, hesitation, to evolve into an act of investigation and

research that can overcome the initial uncertainty. Faced with the complexity present in a

school classroom, each teacher has no choice but to abandon one’s certainties and explore

new possibilities for action. Reflection on your own habitus, on the cultural aspects of

teaching, on the students’ responses to the curriculum, on the school culture and its effect

on the students, is essential to connote teaching in terms of inclusion and equity (Beck &

Kosnik, 2001; Jaeger, 2013; Umutlu & Kim, 2020).

A starting point to work in this direction, beyond rhetoric, is collegiality (Khourey-Bowers

et al., 2004; Shah, 2012): a person discovers more about themselves through dialogue with

others, so it is desirable to imagine opportunities for dialogue between teachers to discuss

issues that raise questions, ethical dilemmas, and may produce inequalities in students’

everyday school life (Thomas et al., 1998). Examining experiences together, confronting

one’s own personal beliefs, and understanding how one’s own values, ideas and stereotypes

influence one’s actions serves to become aware of one’s habitus as a teacher.

There is an opportunity for shared reflection at the individual school level. By holding

focus groups during the school year, teachers from the same school can confront each

other on issues felt to be urgent and relevant, building a professional community capable of

self-analysis and having a transformative potential on everyone’s professional self, school

culture and students’ learning paths (Choi Fung Tam, 2013; Hadar & Brody, 2010). Of course,

it is work that can never be considered finished, because no acquisition is valid forever

and one must always be prepared to increase one’s degree of equity as a professional

community, as a school, and as individual teachers. All means All, but the word all can

acquire different meanings every day, welcoming new uniqueness’s that must be valued.

Serious and constant work on your own habitus as a teacher, therefore, serves to be open

to diversity, to welcome it without homologating it, and to be an agent of change and equity.

Through a better awareness of teacher habitus, what is the potential to
support inclusion in the classroom?

As outlined earlier in this chapter, the term ‘habitus’ refers to the dominant norms and

practices of particular social classes or groups (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). In reference

to Lange-Vester & Teiwes-Kügler (2014: 177, author’s translation) we “understand habitus

sensitivity as a kind of distinct feeling for the counterpart, as a key competence, and
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prerequisite in the everyday pedagogical work of teachers, which comes very close to

‘understanding’ in Bourdieu’s (1997) sense. What is meant is the ability and willingness to

put oneself mentally in the social place that a student occupies. This chapter has explored

the disconnection between the habitus (values, norms, and culture) of some students (for

example, those working class students, students with disabilities, students from different

ethnic minorities) and the predominantly ‘middle-class’ habitus of schools, universities, and

elite institutions. In these spaces, some students can feel a “kind of habitus dislocation,” a

disconnection between their own background and culture and the habitus of educational

institutions where they experience education as a ‘struggle’ with a keen sense of being

different, of ‘not fitting in’ or ‘not being good enough’ (Lehmann, 2009: 638).

As educators there are a range of practical strategies that you can consciously adopt to

address this ‘habitus dislocation’ and to support inclusion in the classroom (Zoletto, 2010).

• Awareness of one’s own habitus

The most powerful tool is to have a better awareness of your own habitus, to empower and

challenge yourself by considering your own social background, your own values, norms, and

culture. Consider your own positionality, your own biases, privilege, and prejudice. Exploring

these issues at times specifically structured for this purpose is a key dimension of each

teacher’s professional action, both as an individual and within the network of collegial

relations. You are then better placed to recognise and address inequality (and privilege) in

the classroom, school, as well as in broader societal systems and structures.

• How I understand ‘difference’

Consider how ‘difference’ is positioned in society and mirrored in the education system.

Historically ‘difference’ has long been associated with ‘deficits.’ Disability, for example, has

been conceptualised as an inherently negative, pathologised, individual, and undesirable

state of difference and deficit, assuming dependency and necessitating charity

(Abberley ,1987; Braddock and Parish, 2001; Barnes, 1991; Cottini, 2017; Finkelstein, 1980;

Oliver, 1990; Pavone, 2014; 2015). These conceptualisations and historical contexts

continue to influence the lives of people with disabilities today, where to have a disability is

to have ‘something wrong with you’ (Oliver, 1996: 30). The medical model of disability has

relevance as it has been the dominant perspective in education, suggesting that the deficit

lies within the child rather than in the education system. Thus, it is desirable to move to

a biopsychosocial model that enhances the strengths of individuals and their abilities: the

question is to imagine interventions not on the individual, but on life contexts so that they

become capacitating and not limiting.

Similarly, in society the “negativity associated with the working class is ubiquitous”

(Skeggs, 1997: 75). In Ireland, being ‘working class is widely represented and stereotyped
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as ‘an underclass’, associated with drugs, criminal gangs, crime, and welfare dependency

(Finnegan, 2012). Also, in Germany classist advantages are very powerful in society (ct.

Kemper & Weinbach, 2009) and in the pedagogic field (ct. El-Mafaalani, 2020). Thus, many

teachers’ “own middle-class affiliation […] conditions their preference for the education-

motivated and upwardly mobile middle class-similarity is preferred and their own culture

is reproduced” (Behrmann, 2013: 262 with reference to Lütkens, 1959; Bernstein, 1977;

Schumacher,2002 & Birkelbach, 2011). In Italy, too, there is a very strong socio-cultural

reproduction dynamic, with students from low or lower-middle status families achieving

lower test results, dropping out of school, and not accessing higher and university

education (Benadusi & Giancola, 2021; Giancola & Salmieri, 2020). These

conceptualisations of social class underpinned by assumptions of deficit, difference, and

inferiority, continue to influence the lives of working-class students in education today. Like

the stigma associated with disability, there was and continues to be a strong belief that to

be ‘working-class’ is negative, that to be working-class is an individual deficit and that it “is

to get things wrong, to fail, to be lesser” (Fleming et al., 2017:155), a label that signifies

“all that is dirty, dangerous and without value” (Skeggs, 1997: 74). Many of these themes,

of difference, deficit, segregation, and individual failure, are common to the experiences of

many marginalised groups.

As an educator, consider how the construction of social identities, and the assumption

of homogeneity within these identities, has created common hierarchies of inferiority, and

privilege, and positioned individuals within these hierarchies as polar opposites, the ‘ideal’

and ‘normal’ versus the ‘undesirable’ and ‘abnormal’, the ‘able’ versus the ‘disabled’, the

‘working class’ versus the ‘middle class’, with a clear distinction between those that are

valued and those that are not. As an educator, you can champion change by challenging

these deficit models, challenging the individualisation of difference, positioning difference

as ‘a problem,’ and locating that problem within the individual. Consider instead how

structures and systems produce and reproduce inequality in education and in society. Think

how powerful the institution of school is (Leonhardt et al., i.p.; Pescarmona, 2012), the

influence of institutional discrimination (Gomolla & Radtke,2009) and how this effects your

own professional actions.

• How ‘difference’ is constructed in my school

Consider how difference is constructed (and operationalised) in your classroom or school.

Negative assumptions around disability, sexuality, social class, and ethnicity for example,

can be endemic among students and teachers. Consider carefully how children and young

people negatively experience being ‘different’. In Ireland, the sense of social class, for

example, for students is pervasive and impactful and had a bearing on each individual’s

sense of self as well as on student experiences, trajectories, and outcomes across the

education system (Fleming et al., 2017). Lynch and O’Riordan (1998) suggested that the
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experience of working-class students in education in Ireland is one where working-class

culture and background is positioned as inherently inferior in schools and that low

expectations and the perception of being an ‘outsider’ in a dominant middle-class culture

had a pervasive impact on students. In Ireland, there is evidence that teachers had lower

academic expectations of students with disabilities even when this was not consistent with

ability (Shevlin et al., 2002; O’Donnell, 2003; Rose and Shevlin, 2004; Rose et al., 2010). With

reference to Dederich (2007), it is also clear that these low expectations can lead to what

is called learned helplessness, as is particularly common among students with disabilities

(see also Schuppener, 2021). Buchner (2022) also shows that differences are produced by

ableist notions of norms and notions of ability. He shows the importance of dealing with

one’s own (school) biography and the ‘work on the self’.

• The power of language

As part of a more inclusive classroom and practice, consider the power of language and

how language can reinforce negative stereotypes. The language of disability for example

can be highly medicalised with reference to ‘chronic disease’, ‘illness’, ‘malfunction’,

‘malformation’, ‘disease’ and ‘conditions.’ The language used to portray disability and the

images used to represent disability continue to label and to portray people with disabilities

as “…deficient, pitiable, wicked or malign, dangerous or valueless” (Hosking 2008: 14).

Powerful professionals diagnose some students with learning difficulties, syndromes,

issues, impairments, problems, and disorders. This is the negative language of disability

that all students internalise and navigate in education and society. Social class operates

just as powerfully on an individual and on a collective level as “class is deeply embedded

in everyday interventions, in institutional processes, in struggles over identity, validity, self-

worth and integrity” (Reay, 2005: 924). Reflect on the language that you use, and the

language used in the classroom and the school. Consider how powerful and impactful

language is and use inclusive language in all environments.

• Universal Design for Learning (UDL)

How you teach also matters! ‘Universal Design for Learning’ has been defined in US

legislation as ‘A scientifically valid framework for guiding educational practice that provides

flexibility in the way information is provided, in the way students respond or demonstrate

knowledge and skills, and in the way students are (Higher Education Opportunity Act, Sec.

103, Additional Definitions). In Ireland, there is a recognition that ‘Providing a fully inclusive

learning environment is complex and creating a culture of engagement and inclusion that

works for all students requires a shift in thinking and a change of behaviour at an

institutional level… Universal Design for Learning (UDL) provides an effective framework

to improve the learning experience of all students within the mainstream teaching
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environment’ (AHEAD, 2017). Adopting UDL teaching practices in your classroom means

challenging the status quo of the traditionally advantaged learner, recognising that students

have different ways of experiencing the education system and learning (Cottini, 2019; Savia,

2016).

As an educator, think about your own practice and how you can respond in an innovative

way to diversity in the student population. Think about redesigning your own educational

practice with diversity in mind, to create an inclusive, accessible, and welcoming learning

environment for all students. Think about multiple means of presenting materials, multiple

means of action and representation and multiple means of engagement. If you do this, it

will reduce the need for individual adaptation, while likely increasing the motivation of all

learners. It also means critically considering the curriculum where many students do not

see themselves reflected in the text or the images.

For many children and young people being different has a negative connotation and is

often highly stigmatised (Banks et al., 2015; McCoy et al., 2016). Students suggest that

inclusive teachers who provide support in an inclusive way are important and that students

do not want to be singled out or to be treated or labelled as being different, which was seen

to be implicitly negative (Squires et al., 2016; Barnes-Holmes et al., 2013). As an educator,

consider how you can create a culture in your classroom, and in your school, where there

are high expectations for all students and where diversity is celebrated, and all students

are equally valued. Ultimately, a better awareness of teacher habitus can empower you to

better understand your own habitus and to consciously act to improve your educational

practice. As a teacher, you can be an agent of transformation and change consciously

fostering a sense of belonging for everyone in your school community, supporting inclusion,

transforming student opportunities, experiences, and outcomes.

Conclusions

Reflection on the teacher’s habitus is crucial for individuals and schools that want to

promote equity, inclusion, and social justice. It is about a production of empathy through

reflection that allows for an openness to the other.

The generative grammar of all practices, as habitus is defined by Perrenoud (2001),

should be the subject of a reflection that examines biographical experiences, their

interpretations, and the implicit habitual orientations that accompany them. In summary,

biographical work (Miethe, 2011) and habitus sensitivity work (Sander, 2014) is critical for

the formation of a professional habitus, because it allows for the confrontation of “intuitive

beliefs” (Helsper, 2018: 133, author’s translation).

The issue is intimately connected with the reduced human capacity to form an adequate

image of other people (Emcke, 2019).

Sensitivity to habitus can support the development of a good working alliance between

teacher and student (Helsper, 2018), who get to know each other, recognise each other,
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and establish an authentic educational relationship. The teacher is the one who has the

professional responsibility to open a dialogue with all their students, ensuring no one

is excluded (Mbembe, 2000; Burgio, 2022; Milani et al., 2021; Zoletto, 2010) and

understanding that individual action can create opportunities for equity. Reflection on one’s

habitus is fundamental to being agents of change and having transformative potential in

terms of inclusion and equity.

From the point of view of educational action in the classroom, the focus is on how to

ensure that all students have what they need to learn. Mincu (2012) “inclusive pedagogy

stands for a school in which differentiated empowerment should take place, but which does

not produce differences.” Thus “traditional performance orientations and related orientation

patterns are challenged and adapted from the perspective of recognition theory and

democracy” (Buchner, 2022: 210, author’s translation), so that everyone has the same

opportunities to learn and realise their aspirations.

Understanding habitus reflection as collegial work to bend school culture in a direction of

inclusion and equity is the consequence of the reflections elaborated so far: teachers are

nodes within a larger system, which has its own culture and rules of operation. Being agents

of change means venturing into unexplored avenues not only in one’s own classroom, but

also and above all, in imagining alternative organisational modes that can foster effective

inclusion of all diversities.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=369#h5p-18

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

1. How do I interpret my role as a teacher in a specific school as a space for co-

construction of a community and the freedom to teach?

2. How can I better understand the lifeworld and meet the specific needs of my

students?

3. Does the organisation of my school risk putting some students and families at a

disadvantage, creating inequality? How?

4. As a teacher, how could I change the organisational structure of my school?
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5. Through a better awareness of teacher habitus, what is the potential for me to support

inclusion in the classroom and impact school culture?

6. Do I perceive myself as an agent of change for my students and my school? Why?
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BECOMING AN INCLUSIVE TEACHER
Wurud Jayusi; Declan Markey; Kavyta Raghunandan; and Graham Maher

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=423#oembed-1

Example Case

Mr. Malik recently joined a high school in an urban area with a diverse student population.

Growing up as a first-generation college graduate from a low-income immigrant family, Mr.

Malik vividly remembers the challenges he faced navigating an educational system that

often didn’t acknowledge or support his unique needs.

In his first week, he noticed several students in his classroom who reminded him of his

younger self—students who seemed hesitant to speak up, struggled with a sense of

belonging, or carried the weight of balancing school with family responsibilities. Among

them was Aisha, who often stayed quiet in group discussions, and Mateo, who worked part-

time after school to support his family.

Drawing from his own experiences, Mr. Malik shared parts of his journey with the class: how

he learned to navigate structural barriers, overcome self-doubt, and embrace his identity as a

strength rather than a barrier. His openness resonated deeply with students like Aisha, who

later confided that hearing his story gave her hope that she could succeed despite her

challenges.

To connect further, Mr. Malik implemented strategies that mirrored the support he wished he

had received as a student. He created after-school mentorship hours to help students with

study skills and applications for scholarships or internships. He also designed project-based

learning assignments where students could share aspects of their cultural backgrounds,
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struggles, and dreams, which gave Mateo an opportunity to reflect on his family’s migration

story and feel pride in his contributions.

By modeling resilience and providing a safe space for open conversations, Mr. Malik

cultivated a classroom environment where students felt seen, heard, and empowered. Over

time, he noticed a shift in his students: Aisha began participating more actively in

discussions, and Mateo became a peer mentor for younger students. Many of his students

later expressed that having a teacher who truly understood their challenges made them feel

capable of overcoming barriers they had once thought insurmountable.

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What do we mean by inclusive teaching and learning?

2. Why inclusive teaching and learning is important?

3. How can we put inclusive teaching and learning into practice?

4.

A teacher’s perspective;

I realise that being a great teacher isn’t just about subject knowledge or classroom

management—it’s about meeting the needs of all students, embracing their diversity, and

creating an inclusive environment where every learner feels valued. So, what needs to

change? How do I grow to become the kind of teacher who can serve and inspire every

student I encounter?

For us, becoming an inclusive teacher entails the following…
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Introduction to Topic

Teaching is a profoundly impactful profession, and teachers hold a unique position of

influence in their schools and communities. However, as the example case demonstrates,

teachers who share lived experiences with their students can build deep connections and

serve as powerful role models. Yet, globally, teachers are disproportionately drawn from

dominant social, racial, cultural, and linguistic groups. For instance, in the United States,

79% of public school teachers are white, compared to a student population that is only 53%

white (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020). Similar trends are evident in Europe

(OECD, 2020) and Australia (Santoro, 2013), highlighting the need for systems that better

reflect the diversity of the communities they serve.

While programmes like Turn to Teaching in Ireland and Pathways2Teaching in the United

States are instrumental in fostering a more diverse teaching workforce, they are only part of

the solution. Pathways2Teaching introduces high school students from underrepresented

backgrounds to teaching as a career path, while Turn to Teaching provides alternative

pathways for disadvantaged or underrepresented individuals to enter the profession. Such

initiatives are critical in diversifying the profession, however, we must also focus on

empowering the existing teacher workforce to develop more inclusive and culturally

responsive practices.

Even teachers who share some commonalities with their students’ backgrounds may not

fully grasp how their own position as educators comes with inherent privilege. As McIntosh

(1989) reflects, “I have come to see white privilege as an invisible package of unearned

assets which I can count on cashing in each day, but about which I was ‘meant’ to remain

oblivious”. (McIntosh, 1989, p. 74)

Acknowledging privilege requires recognising these invisible advantages and

understanding how they shape one’s experiences, perceptions, and teaching practices.

Such reflection helps bridge the gap between teachers’ and students’ experiences, fostering

empathy and inclusivity.

All teachers have the potential to be role models, not only teachers from diverse

backgrounds. For us, being an inclusive teacher, no matter what your background, can make

you a positive role model for your students and your school community. So, when we say

All Means All!, in relation to inclusive teaching, we mean that ALL teachers need to become

inclusive teachers, enriched by the diversity of the students and teachers they work with,

and the communities they work in.

The following text will offer an insight into what we believe being an inclusive teacher is

all about. We will do this by sharing some inspiring stories of teachers applying inclusive

teaching and embracing diversity in their teaching practice and learning environments.

These stories involve members of our group directly, or what we have learned about through

our interactions with the people involved. We hope these stories will provide readers with
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an understanding that, in becoming an inclusive teacher, you are embarking on a journey of

discovery and transformation for you, your students and your school community.

Beginning the journey towards inclusive teaching

The authors of this chapter recommend reading Dr Lilian Nwanze’s Anti-Racist Manifesto

for Adult Education in Ireland, which appears in her PHD thesis Un-silencing the silenced:

Using Black Migrant Women’s experiences of racism to propose a critical anti-racist

pedagogy for Irish Adult Education (2024). Dr Nwanze’s manifesto connects with many of

the topics explored in this chapter. Although the manifesto is aimed at adult educators, the

All Means All authors of this chapter believe it is applicable to all teachers and educators.

Dr Nwanze’s manifesto can be accessed here:

Un-silencing the silenced: Using Black Migrant Women’s experiences of racism to

propose a critical anti-racist pedagogy for Irish Adult Education. – MURAL – Maynooth

University Research Archive Library

Part 1 – Self Reflection: what you can do in any given situation

Acknowledge privilege and the impact it can have- a reflective beginning

Acknowledging privilege and understanding its impact is an essential step for any teacher

committed to creating an inclusive and equitable learning environment. Checking privilege

is a way for teachers and prospective teachers to begin to be more inclusive in their

teaching, as it allows us to raise awareness of our own biases, acknowledge social

inequalities and promote equitable educational practices. To begin with, it is necessary

to learn about privilege and investigate its various forms, such as racial, gender, socio-

economic, and educational privilege. This will give you an insight into the potential

difficulties some of your students, your colleagues and the wider school community could

be facing on a daily basis.

Privilege checking does require us to reflect our own social identities and recognise the

advantages we possess due to factors such as race, gender, socioeconomic status, or

ability (McIntosh, 1988). This self-reflection and awareness enables teachers to understand

how their experiences may differ from those of their students and how their privilege can

influence their teaching practices and interactions in the classroom. Acknowledging your

own privilege can allow you to begin to put yourself in another person’s shoes and increase

the level of empathy you can work with in your career.

In this section we will focus on two stories that show the way different teachers have

increased inclusivity, diversity, and equality in their teaching practice, their students and
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their classrooms. These stories are brief examples of how small actions can have huge

impacts.

Story 1 – The power of apology

We sometimes have expectations of young people in education; they may need to behave

and act a certain way even when it may not suit their character or personality. We as

educators may at times act in contradiction to these expectations, and this can be damaging

to students’ learning and unravel any positive relationships that we have built with them. The

following story relates to a school in Inner City Dublin, which is part of the DEIS (Delivering

Equality of Opportunity in Schools) programme. DEIS is aimed at addressing the educational

needs of students in communities that are characterised by poverty. It provides additional

resources to promote student engagement, and academic achievement, in communities at

risk of disadvantage and social exclusion (source). In these contexts, socio-economic issues

and generational trauma related to education can have a significant impact on students,

shaping the challenges they face and the support they require.

In this situation I was responsible for a poor reaction to behaviours that I normally dealt with

in a consistent and controlled manner. This experience involves my interaction with a

student I knew well. I had not slept the night before due to one of my children being sick and

upon arriving at school I encountered the student in my class who was clearly distressed and

was disrupting the class. I was aware that they had very little support at home and they had

been working with professional support services to help with anger management issues.

However, maybe due to my tiredness, my reaction to the situation was one of annoyance.

I was refusing to take any of the student’s perspectives on board. It was a poor way to react

to a vulnerable young person, but I could not see past my tiredness and irritation. After our

interaction, the student went to their next class and I learned that they had another bad

experience, possibly due of our earlier interaction. Hearing about this I went to find the

student, but I was informed that they had left the school early and gone home.

The following morning, I waited for the student and the first thing I asked for was a chat with

them. I immediately apologised to the student for how I had behaved. I did not offer any

excuse for my behaviour, I simply apologised. I told the student I would explain the

background behind my reaction if they wished, whilst explaining it was not an excuse for my

behaviour. The student wanted to know and so I explained about my tiredness and we

finished our conversation. I did not ask for or expect any apology in return.

Our relationship in class was back to normal and it began to improve, and nothing was said
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about the interaction again. That was until the student graduated from school, when they

brought the incident up and talked about the impact that it had. The student explained that it

was the first time ever that an adult had taken responsibility and apologised to them. The

student shared with me that they had always been blamed for any negative interactions that

went poorly between them and any adults. This student explained that it was shocking, but

good, to see adults taking responsibility for a mistake, whilst having the power to learn from

the mistake and resolve the issues. It gave this student an insight and understanding of their

own behaviours. This student realised it was okay to make a mistake, once you accept it,

face it and learn from it.

What can be learned?

Safe space for learning: The teacher in this situation gave the student an insight into

their life and the effect that personal experiences can have on their interactions with

others. The teacher acknowledges their poor behaviour and the need to make amends, thus

showing the student that learning from mistakes can have a real benefit in building positive

relationships. Taking responsibility for the behaviour created a safe space for learning

where an adult had shown that failure, or poor decisions, can be used in a constructive way.

Emotionally competent: The teacher showed an understanding of their own behaviour

and the effect it can have on others. This situation allowed the teacher to explain to the

student that they understood the impact that they can have and how making mistakes is

part of education. The acceptance of responsibility allowed this student to understand and

experience empathy from a person in power.

Story 2 – A Language Exchange

An Italian teacher was trying to teach immigrant students her native language. The students

were learning Italian in an effort to improve their ability in school. However, the learning was

taking much longer than the teacher expected and she had tried several different tactics and

teaching tools, but none had worked. The teacher came up with the idea that she would learn

alongside her students. So, while the students were learning Italian the teacher would learn

the students native language too. An exchange of learning was agreed upon between the

teacher and the students. This shift in the relationships between the teacher and the

students (the teacher was now also a student and the students were now also teachers) had
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a dramatic impact on the learning environment and the relationships. So much so that the

students began to learn Italian at a much quicker rate than the teacher expected. This

created an equity in the educational transaction, a shared ownership that fostered a positive

relationship, ultimately creating a safe space for these students.

What can be learned:

Building positive relationships: A positive relationship was built between the teacher and

students as she shared the learning journey with them. Her involvement in the process

changed from being a teacher to that of being a student as well. In this instance the teacher

was sharing the difficult experiences of the students learning a new language. This ability

to empathise and immerse herself with her students created a safe space for all to learn.

Challenging Dominant Norms: Instead of framing the students as linguistically deficient

for not knowing the dominant language, the teacher treated all languages as equally

valuable. This shift disrupted the traditional power dynamics in the classroom and

highlighted the potential for a multilingual, inclusive approach. The teacher’s strategy

reframed the students as competent and knowledgeable, emphasising the value of their

languages and cultural backgrounds rather than positioning them as lacking.

Models good practice: The teacher showed a willingness to learn something new

alongside her students. There was no requirement or expectation for her to do this, but by

engaging in learning something new, she modelled the good practice that she wanted to

see from the students themselves.

Emotionally and culturally competent: This teacher has shown a willingness to learn from

another culture. The ability to speak the same language as the students from a different

ethnicity can support the learning journey. It demonstrates an openness and willingness to

take into account the students’ experience, which in turn can increase the engagement of

these students in education and make the learning environment an inclusive space.

Cultivating a joy of life-long learning

Developing a life-long approach to learning can have dramatic effects for teachers and

students alike. Lifelong learning is a vital tool to be used for personal development and

self-fulfilment. Through engaging in this, teachers can enrich the lives of the wider school

community as they continue to adapt to changing circumstances, acquire new

competencies, and maintain a sense of intellectual and personal growth (Jarvis, 2007).

Who Am I?

The role of personal and critical reflection is increasing in importance across education, as

it provides practitioners with an opportunity for continuous improvement in their craft. By
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engaging in reflection, we allow ourselves to keep abreast of the current intellectual, social,

emotional, and physical environments our students operate in.

We would encourage all members of the school community to engage in deep self-

reflection to identify their own privileges, and what privileges (or lack thereof) have helped

you get to where you are today. Reflecting on these factors helps you to understand how

they may have influenced your own experiences, opportunities and assumptions of the

world around you, whilst also enhancing the level of empathy you can use towards your

students in class. The use of your personal understanding of privilege can lead to the

development of authentic and safe spaces for students, colleagues and parents/guardians

to continue their journey through education.

Recognising and leveraging the funds of knowledge that students bring into the

classroom can empower learners and foster truly inclusive educational practices.

Part 2 – Inter-relational: Engaging + Being emotionally + Culturally
competent

The Israeli context1

Palestinians in Israel are a national ethnic group and an indigenous minority, totaling 20%

of the population; of these, 85% are Muslims, 6% Druze, and 7.5% Christians (Israel’s Central

Bureau of Statistics, 2017). Indigenous minority (Palestinian minority in our case) refers to

the remaining minority of a group that resides in its own homeland, considers themselves

distinct from other sectors, and develops and transmits their ethnic identity and cultural

heritage to the next generation (Jamal, 2005, 2011). This Palestinian minority aims to retain

its unique characteristics while becoming integrated within the majority culture.

In the Palestinian society in Israel, there is an excess of teachers, while in the Jewish

society, there is a shortage of teachers. Therefore, some of the Palestinian teachers choose

to teach in secular Jewish public schools (Jayusi & Bekeman, 2019a, 2019b). Teaching

in such diverse cultural contexts presents complexities, as it involves navigating themes

such as cultural competence, teacher identity, and the challenges faced by educators in

multicultural environments (Gutman et al., 2023). The Palestinian teachers have positive

relationships with students, parents, and colleagues. They believe that their work helps

reduce prejudice and increases mutual understanding among the groups in conflict through

successful acculturation, despite some difficulties (Jayusi & Bekerman, 2019a, 2019b).

1. This chapter was created during the summer of 2023, over a year before the outbreak of the conflict initiated by the

October 7th attack on Israel and the subsequent war. Readers are encouraged to consider that the content reflects

perspectives, discussions, and priorities prior to the event. Hence, interpretations or references to the region or related

topics are not shaped by the developments and global reactions that followed.
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They see in their work the potential to be effective agents of social change by helping their

students (parents and colleagues) combat racism and prejudice.

Furthermore, Palestinian teachers promote and sustain direct and indirect contact with

the parents, which results in a generalising effect, reducing prejudice and changing

attitudes even when the contact is indirect (Asbrock et al., 2014). Although lacking in

intercultural training, the teachers seem to recognise that reducing prejudice implies

working on the social-cognitive development of their students through the promotion of

sustained contact (Allport, 1954), offering anti-bias information (Bigler & Liben, 2006),

empowering students to construct new knowledge (Peucker & Reiter, 2008), and widening

the socio-psychological repertoire (Bar-Tal, 2013).

Story 3 – A Remembrance Day with Two Meanings

This story focuses on Palestinian Israeli teachers’ involvement in the celebration of Israel’s

Independence Day. For Arab teachers, this day holds a different meaning, as it marks the

Nakba catastrophe, a time of remembrance for the expulsion and loss suffered by

Palestinians in 1948. This day of remembrance is one of sorrow and loss and is a

discomforting experience for the Arab teachers. Conversely, for Israeli students and

colleagues, the day represents one of celebration. Despite this, all teachers, driven by

inclusivity and respect, participate in this day despite their personal pain. Their ability to

adapt, show compassion and patience, and remain flexible allows them to accommodate

their students’ needs, even if it requires participating in activities that may contradict their

own narratives.

“It is too hard for me on Independence Day. I used to stand with them, but it was very hard. I

cried several times and other teachers hugged me. I explained to them that it hurts me to

stand because I think about my people who were killed… I don’t mention the word “Nakba”

but I don’t see how I can stand in a good way on this day. I’m not disparaging it, but it is

hard.”

What can be learned:

1. Building positive relationships: The teacher empathises with her student’s and

colleagues’ feelings. She recognises the student’s personal connection to the day and
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the teacher creates a safe and supportive environment, showing respect and a

willingness, above all else, to continue to build positive student-teacher relationships.

2. Authentic and open-minded: Although faced with such a challenging situation every

year the teacher remains true to herself and yet still open-minded to appreciate the

significance of the experience for her students in terms of their needs and well-being.

This demonstrates the teacher’s commitment to supporting the student’s emotional

well-being and understanding their unique circumstances.

3. Respectful approach: Despite the teacher’s personal difficulties and discomfort, she

participated in the event. This respectful approach highlights the teacher’s ability to

empathise with others’ experiences while still acknowledging their own emotions and

perspectives. Palestinian teachers respect, and embrace, their Jewish students and

colleagues, fostering a sense of belonging within the school. This is especially evident

when the principal and Jewish teachers show respect and inclusivity towards the

Palestinian teachers throughout the year. If the school administration were not

inclusive, Palestinian teachers would not feel comfortable and might even seek to

leave. In other words, a supportive and inclusive school environment strengthens the

sense of belonging for minority teachers. As a result, they are more willing to respect

and embrace their students and fellow teachers.

Story 4 – Not the Right Doctor

This story highlights the positive impact the teachers from diverse backgrounds can have on

their students and the wider community. It shows how diversity can play a pivotal role in

reducing prejudices and stereotypes against culturally diverse societies, particularly in the

Palestinian culture.

Before encountering his Arab teacher, a Jewish student admitted being indifferent to the

plight of Arabs in Israel. He recounted a time when he fell ill, and his mother took him to the

hospital where an Arab doctor attended to him. His mother expressed discomfort and

insisted on a Jewish doctor, showing a discriminatory attitude toward the Arab doctor.

Although the student did not react to this when it occurred, he informed the teacher that

after reflecting on the incident, the student expressed his anger towards his mother’s

behaviour and regretted his own complicity in allowing racism to prevail. He revealed that,

thanks to his Arab teacher, he realised a valuable lesson in that we must embrace equality

and treat people fairly, regardless of their ethnicity. He now advocates for respect towards

Arabs and acknowledges the importance of treating everyone with dignity.
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What can be learned:

1. The power of personal experiences: Building a relationship with the Palestinian

teacher had a profound impact on the Jewish student. It challenged his preconceived

notions and opened his eyes to the reality of discrimination and inequality. This

highlights the importance of personal experiences in shaping our perspectives and

beliefs.

2. The impact of diverse education: The Palestinian teacher played a crucial role in the

student’s transformation. Through education and dialogue, the teacher helped the

student understand the importance of equality and treating all people with dignity and

fairness. This underscores the power of education in fostering empathy,

understanding, and breaking down stereotypes.

3. Advocacy for respect and equality: The student’s transformation led him to become

an advocate for respect towards others and a proponent of equal treatment for all

individuals, regardless of their ethnicity. This highlights the potential for personal

growth and the positive impact individuals can have when they actively work towards

creating a more inclusive and just society.

Story 5 – My students and I

This story centres on a Palestinian teacher who taught a diverse class of Jewish students,

comprising individuals from various groups of the Jewish society. Within the classroom it

was clear to the teacher that the students themselves, although of the same ethnicity, still

held prejudices and stereotypical beliefs about each other because of their different

backgrounds.

“[…] my presence in the Jewish school makes a difference. My students learned that it is

important to know about the “other”, not to judge, [but rather] to accept the “other..” […] I send

a message to the students that the fact that the other is different doesn’t make him or her

worth less.”

This teacher shared that through her guidance, inclusive teaching methods, and diverse

classroom discussions, the students gradually learned to appreciate and respect one

another’s differences – whether they were Russian, Ethiopian, Eastern, or Arab. She

implemented interactive activities, such as group discussions on identity and cultural

backgrounds, storytelling exercises where students shared their personal histories, and role-

playing activities to challenge biases. Creating a safe and respectful learning environment
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empowered students to ask questions, engage in open dialogue, and develop a more

empathetic and nuanced understanding of their peers.

Through these experiences, the teacher was able to enhance her students’ awareness,

compassion, and ability to see beyond stereotypes, fostering not only respect within the

classroom but also a broader sense of inclusivity within their wider community and society.

What can be learned:

1. The significance of representation and diversity in educational settings: When

students have the opportunity to interact with individuals from different backgrounds,

it broadens their perspectives, promotes understanding, and challenges stereotypes.

2. The value of knowledge and understanding: The teacher emphasises the importance

of knowing about the “other” and not judging them. Education and awareness play a

crucial role in fostering empathy and acceptance. By learning about different cultures,

religions, and perspectives, students can develop a more nuanced understanding of

the world and appreciate the diversity that exists.

3. Embracing and accepting differences: The story emphasises the need to accept the

“other” despite their differences. It encourages students to recognise that the worth of

an individual is not determined by their differences but by their inherent value as a

human being. This promotes inclusivity, tolerance, and respect for diversity.

4. Challenging prejudice and discrimination: By sending a message to the students that

the fact that someone is different does not make them worth less, the quote

addresses and challenges prejudice and discrimination. It encourages students to

question their biases and preconceived notions, promoting an environment of equality

and fairness.

5. The impact of individual actions: The speaker’s presence and their message to the

students indicate the potential impact of individual actions. By modelling acceptance

and respect, they are able to influence and shape the attitudes and behaviours of the

students. This underscores the power of individuals to make a positive difference in

their communities and foster a more inclusive society.

In conclusion, being a diverse teacher goes beyond the mere transmission of knowledge.

It fosters understanding, empathy, and building shared humanity. Diverse teachers create a

positive change, inspiring their students to embrace diversity, stand against prejudice, and

have respect for all people.
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Part 3 – Societal Relations: To actively commit to inclusivity,
diversity and equality in education

What does decolonising mean?

Broadly speaking, decolonising the curriculum explores the ongoing impact of legacies

of colonialism and imperialism on perceived knowledge, learning and society. It seeks to

recognise and challenge this legacy in re-balancing dominant Eurocentric processes within

curricula by including and integrating a much wider range of perspectives. Rather than

seeking a neat definition of this, it is more instructive to see decolonising the curriculum as

an approach and as an ongoing journey. In fact, what is often referred to as decolonising

the curriculum simply amounts to diversifying the curriculum, as, realistically, a process

of decolonising the curriculum would require a momentous overhaul of the system of

education rather than modifications to course content (Tuck & Yang, 2012; Bhanot, 2015)

While the ethical and moral rationale for diversifying our curriculum is self-evident, there

are practical benefits for taking this undertaking on, for example:

• Highly diverse student cohorts often do not see themselves reflected in mainstream

teaching methods and content, which are predominantly shaped by white, middle-

class perspectives. This misalignment challenges the principles of authentic student-

centred pedagogy, which should acknowledge and incorporate the lived experiences

of all students.

• Rich opportunities to co-create knowledge production from the Global South and non-

Western sources.

• Both staff and students are enabled to deeply reflect on their own positionality and

privilege in social, economic and political contexts.

• Decolonising work is a necessary extension of inclusivity in its shared aim for all

students to experience positive well-being and belonging (Tran, 2021).

Potted history timeline

The concept emerged from the Rhodes Must Fall campaign in 2015 where students in Cape

Town, South Africa, demanded the removal of a statue of Cecil Rhodes, the imperialist,

racist business magnate, from their campus. Their battle cry, #RhodesMustFall, sparked

an international movement calling for the decolonisation of universities all over the world.

Following similar calls by students in Cape Town, students at Oxford University called

for a statue of Cecil Rhodes to be removed. This was not simply about tearing down an

outward symbol of British imperialism – a monument glorifying a colonial conqueror –

but highlighted the need to confront the toxic inheritance of the past and challenge the

continued underrepresentation of Black and Global Majority people at universities. This

went to the very heart of the pernicious influence of colonialism in education today.
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Why do we need to do this work?

The curriculum provides a way of identifying the knowledge we value, and structures

the ways in which we are taught to think and talk about the world. By amplifying the

voices of those currently underrepresented in the curriculum, for instance from Black and

Global Majority, LGBTQ+, disabled, Gypsy, Roma and Traveller groups, this is just one

mechanism that can go some way to creating a safe learning environment and generate

lasting impactful change. Similarly, critical race theorists adopt counter-storytelling as a

way to speak back to dominant and mainstream narratives in its reframing and

rearticulating the experiences of minority groups. There is no universal template to

decolonising, but it is helpful to consider this in stages. One starting point is diversifying

reading lists to ensure the inclusion of a wide range of voices. Below, is one example of how

a primary school in North East London began their journey into decolonising through this

route.

Story 6 – Counter-stories in action

The power of authentic representation

I was working with a headteacher on a project on the use of comics and graphic novels as a

tool to develop racial literacies. Her initial concerns were centred around how her positioning

as a white, British woman in a leadership role, would bear on her participation in the work of

decolonising and diversifying. She quickly came to realise that it was actually the work of

everyone to be inclusive and diverse, regardless of background or position. Her main aim

was to address the lack of relevant materials to engage the pupils. We worked together on

creating a book box for 9-10 year olds that drew on as wide a range of perspectives as

possible and which reflected her student population. We sought titles that are not typically

found in school curricula and which would, hopefully, connect with the readers. The school

librarian disseminated the book box to some of the teachers to implement in their lesson

plans. I can honestly say that it had a significant impact. A few days later a 10 year old Sikh

boy knocked on the headteacher’s door with a graphic novel in his hand – Fauja Singh Keeps

Going. This book was based on the true story of a 100 year old Sikh man who broke world

records to become the oldest man to run the British marathon. The boy said: “Miss, I just

wanted to say thank you so much for this book. I’ve never seen myself in a book – ever”. He

was visibly emotional, which in turn, made both of us emotional! It was such a heartfelt

moment of gratitude that said so much about the power of authentic representation, and

242 | BECOMING AN INCLUSIVE TEACHER



how this approach, when undertaken with thought and consideration, rather than a form of

‘cancel culture’ can enrich the learning for both staff and students. It highlightly how an

educator really can make a difference – and it is up to you what difference you want to

make.

From recognition to action

I guest lectured on an undergraduate module called Decolonising Politics for a colleague.

The month that I delivered the module happened to coincide with South Asian Heritage

Month which takes place every year across Britain from mid-July to mid-August. In the

session, I spoke about racial capitalism and how capitalism and colonialism are historically

intertwined with the theft by colonial powers funding the emergence of capitalist enterprises

in Europe. Slavery, in this context presented as an economic category, became racialised

over time and is a well-known aspect of global history (even if not taught correctly), I added a

section on Indian indenture in the Caribbean: a lesser-known and an even lesser-taught

underrepresented aspect of British and South Asian history. After the lecture, a small group

of students questioned me about the system and operationalisation of indenture, following

the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, and how the British Empire recruited workers from India

(as a cheap source of labour), for their sugar plantations in the Caribbean. I went on to

underscore how the descendants of Indian indenture embarked on another wave of labour

migration, in the form of the 1949–71 Windrush migrations to the United Kingdom. The

Windrush generation had a high number of Indo-Caribbean and Chinese-Caribbean migrants

that made this journey, but their stories rarely get told in the wider Windrush narrative. The

‘minority within a minority’ as they are described by scholars, consequently occupy a

marginal positionality.

This session resonated deeply with one of the students who had distant Indo-Caribbean

heritage, as she reflected about her own positioning and disidentification as part of her

identity particularly as these experiences were not discussed amongst her family or

relatives. She also spoke about how her racialised identity negated, if not disallowed, any

notion of Indianness simply because of how she was perceived. Following this session and

our conversation, she embarked on a project with her two peers to learn more about this part

of British, Indian and Caribbean history and developed a proposal to host a small community

event in South London as part of a wider museums’ engagement project. The group

identified and invited people of Indo-Caribbean heritage to a roundtable to share their

memories, stories and family histories with the goal being to support and recognise the

legacies of the Windrush generation and specifically how the Indo-Caribbean community

continued to struggle to find a place in the Windrush story which is so often overlooked. The

roundtable event was a considerable undertaking by students who took it upon themselves
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to embark on a ‘decolonial activity’ in an attempt to provide a corrective to this oft-ignored

part of our migration and social history.

These two examples speak to so many factors in our opening diagram, but in particular they

emphasise the power of counter-story telling, and the practice of diversifying colonial

narratives that can connect and inspire our students who often feel no real connection to

course content. Opportunities to integrate and embed counter-stories that diversify

curriculums are available to all educators and can be incorporated into learning

environments. By doing so, educators can ensure that they are embracing processes of

guided learning to create critical thinking and widen opportunities for learning.

The stories remind us that….

Unpacking privilege and challenging systemic inequalities can be uncomfortable and

challenging at first. It can be a difficult process to engage with initially, but in doing so,

can create numerous opportunities to create inclusive and diverse education. Embrace

feedback and guidance using your own reflective tasks, colleagues, mentors, students, and

all other stakeholders in your school community.

Your vibrant and active school community offers an excellent opportunity to learn, ask

questions and actively listen. Actively seek out and listen to the experiences and

perspectives of individuals from all communities that are represented, or linked to your

school or community. Attend workshops, conferences, or events that promote dialogue

and understanding around privilege and social justice, or failing this, invite speakers to

come to your school to speak to staff, students, and parents/guardians. In a safe space,

engage in conversations with colleagues, students, and community members who have

different backgrounds and life experiences. Or even act as an instrument of change and

work with your students to create an event that explores topics such as as decolonisation

or counter-stories. Working with your students, and giving them the autonomy to represent

themselves and perspectives that have value and meaning, will create a space of inspiration

and empowerment in your school.

In Conclusion

Our message to initial teacher trainees is that anyone can be an inclusive and diverse

teacher and, in fact, every teacher needs to be inclusive and embrace diversity in their

teaching practice.
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Sometimes when a new teacher joins the school, and is different from the majority, there

may be a perception that this new teacher will oversee the diversity work in the school. As

we have heard from Wurud’s story (story no.5), teachers who have a different life or different

lived experience from the majority of students or school staff, can have a transformative

impact on peoples’ understanding and perspective of the world they know. However, it

is not only the responsibility of diverse teachers to be inclusive and embrace diversity in

their teaching (to ensure all students feel respected and valued), every teacher must adopt

strategies and approaches to ensure they are being an inclusive and diverse teacher. Just

like in Kavyta’s example (story no.6), the school principal can change the reading lists to

ensure students lived experience and culture was reflected in the school’s curriculum.

For educators, such examples make teaching an exciting and an inspiring career move.

In trying to become an inclusive and diverse teacher, you are embarking on a journey of

continuous discovery and transformation for everyone connected to you and your school.

Therefore, when we say All Means All in relation to inclusive and diverse teaching, we mean

that all teachers need to become inclusive teachers, and be enriched by the diversity of

students and teachers they work with.

As a final thought, consider the timeless wisdom of a phrase often attributed to Plutarch:

“The mind is not a vessel that needs filling, but wood that needs igniting.”

While the exact authorship of this quote is debated2, the message is universal and deeply

relevant to inclusive teaching. Education is not about simply transferring information but

about sparking curiosity, critical thinking, and a passion for lifelong learning. By embracing

inclusivity and diversity, teachers can light the fire within each student, encouraging them to

realise their potential and make meaningful contributions to their communities.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=423#h5p-47

2. For more on the origin and context of this quote, visit Quote Investigator.
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Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• How can we ensure that all students can be heard and encouraged to participate?

• What is the importance of incorporating global perspectives into inclusive teaching?

• Think about strategies to involve students actively in decision-making processes and

inclusive practices.

• Consider a specific challenge in your own teaching or educational context. What

inclusive strategies from this chapter could you adapt to address it?

•
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TEACHER AGENCY AND INCLUSION
Günalp Turan; Madhusudhan Ramesh; Rhianna Murphy; Sara Baroni; and
Tamara van Woezik

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=651#oembed-1

Example Case

“Example quote”

who, Institution, Country

Initial questions

• What is teacher agency?

• Why does teacher agency matter for inclusion?

• What are the elements of teacher agency?

• How can teacher agency be supported in a professional context?

• How can teacher agency be achieved?
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Introduction to Topic

With continuous social changes and increased globalization, the education system is

experiencing pressure to adapt and prepare children and students to face related

challenges. Teachers around the world are called upon to drive this transformation, and

become? “agents of change”. Yet to study the concept effectively, it is crucial to clarify the

objectives and scope of this change (Pantić, 2015; Pantić & Florian, 2015). Furthermore,

there is a need for a better understanding of what this role involves and thus, what teacher

agency means.

In this chapter, teachers are seen as crucial actors capable of making significant strides

towards inclusion and social justice (Pantić & Florian, 2015). Recalling the legacy of the

Education for All Movement (UNESCO, 1990; 2005), the Salamanca Declaration(UNESCO,

1994), the SDG4-Education 2030 and the Incheon Declaration agreed at the World Forum

on Education in May 2015 (UNESCO, 2015) that inclusion and equity should be considered

the essential foundation for quality education (Ainscow, 2020). Within this framework every

learner matters and therefore it is necessary to recognise the disparities and barriers

that some learners may encounter in the access to a good quality education, enhancing

their possibilities of learning and participation (ibidem). Equityrefers to the principle of

fairness that every educational system should encompass, developing strategies and plans

for promoting lifelong opportunities for all (UNESCO, 2015; Ainscow, 2020), and going

beyond merely achieving high measurable standardised performance (Seitz et al., 2023).

Accordingly, adopting a social justice approach means ensuring everyone has the

conditions necessary to develop their capabilities and participate as equal citizens within

society (Nussbaum, 2006). Policies should therefore aim to create environments that

support the growth of each person’s capabilities and promote inclusivity, reflecting a

commitment to participatory justice and equal citizenship.

In some countries inclusive education is generally associated with integrating children

with disability into general school settings, however, a more broader perspective of

inclusion is adopted here. Conceptual difficulties exist when defining inclusive education,

particularly since the meaning is often highly contextual. Ainscow and Booth (2002)

describe inclusive education as the process of increasing participation and decreasing

exclusion. On this basis, it is important that teachers learn how to recognise exclusion and

actively intervene – in other words, being agentic – in order to “mitigate the external causes

of educational inequality” (Pantić & Florian, 2015, p. 334). Hence teachers themselves

cannot remove structural inequalities, but instead, through their awareness, act by

preventing their reinforcement? High quality teacher training that develops “reflective

practitioners” (Schön, 1993) who can recognise and implement inclusive practice that

values participation, can thus help every learner to foster his/her potential (Seitz, 2024).

For this reason, we will explore, in this chapter, the individual and contextual factors

relating to teacher agency, and specifically adopt an ecological perspective. Initially we
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must define teacher agency (Section 1), and why teacher agency matters for inclusion

(Section 2). We the describe elements of teacher agency using a case study example from

the research experience of one of the authors (Section 3). In paragraph 4, we describe how

professional development can support teacher agency, and finally, in Section 5, we provide

a more practice-oriented section in attempting to explain how teachers can achieve their

agency.

Key aspects

What is teacher agency?

Teacher agency can be a challenging concept to define and may be interpreted differently

in various contexts. For instance, agency might refer to a company, or in some countries, a

supply teacher. A common understanding, especially amongst sociologists, is that agency

is an innate human capacity or capability (Giddens, 1984; Bandura, 2001; Bandura, 2006;

Barker & Jane, 2005; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998): something which the individual either

possesses or not. A potential difficulty with these approaches is that agency is viewed

as individual responsibility. This may disregard social or organisational pressures that an

individual has little control over.

Recently, there has been a move towards a more ecological approach to agency (Priestley

et al., 2015; Li & Ruppar, 2020). This perspective views agency as the capacity of teachers

to make choices and take purposeful action in their professional contexts. It emphasises

that agency is not a fixed trait or a personal attribute, but instead is situational, emerging

from the interplay between individuals and their environments (Priestley et al. 2015). One

reason why teacher agency can be hard to define is that it is not always visible. For example,

when a teacher decides to teach about Ancient Egypt, this choice may be a result of their

intention to relate to their students’ backgrounds and needs, or it may be a result of working

within a restrictive method that prescribes this topic. Therefore, what we see the teacher

do might be a result of teacher agency, but it is not the agency itself. In other words, the

process behind how teachers make these decisions is often not apparent.

Teacher agency refers to “action with intentionality, the capacity to formulate possibilities

for action, active consideration of such possibilities and exercise of choice” (Priestley 2016,

p. 23). Rather than focusing on whether a teacher has or doesn’t have agency, the focus

is on “how teachers may achieve agency in their everyday settings and what might help

or hinder in this” (ibidem, p.14). This perspective places teacher agency as something

emergent, something achieved by individuals in their present contexts (Emirbayer & Mische,

1988). In other words, teacher agency is not only the capacity for an individual to act, but

also the interplay of the environment the individual is in, their background, knowledge and

experiences, the resources and relationships, and aspirations for their future self and their

learners (Priestley, 2016).
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Why does teacher agency matter for inclusion?

The social justice agenda of inclusive education is a response to the segregation of children

based on their ability and disability. The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action

on Special Needs Education (UNESCO, 1994) were among the key developments which

shifted the focus from special education to inclusive education in terms of the education

of children with disabilities. Today, the concept of inclusive education has expanded to

incorporate all forms of marginalisation.

The work of inclusion (in a school) may be classified as access, participation,

engagement and achievement of all students where process, roles and structures are

developed towards the intention of inclusion. Within this agenda, teachers are called upon

to highlight the process of inclusion and are often referred to as agents of change (Fullan,

1993 ; Pantić, 2015). Teachers play a vital role in realising inclusion since access or entry

into a ‘regular’ school does not guarantee inclusion into the classroom.

As classrooms across the world become more diverse (due to geo-political reasons and

as we embrace a more disability-inclusive policy) teachers will need to reflect on their

practices and ensure every learner feels included (Florian & Spratt, 2014). When teachers

deepen their understanding of their context (students’ backgrounds), they are more likely

to feel equipped to create an inclusive environment. However, an important prerequisite to

enable this is to create an environment that encourages teacher agency to thrive.

If teachers are best placed to raise awareness about social justice, we must consider

how best they can be supported. It is widely recognised that motivation for work depends

on whether people feel that they can act on their values and competencies (Ryan & Deci,

2000). They also need to feel supported and competent in their endeavours, which therefore

requires a supportive network to help them achieve agency (Chirkov et al., 2003). The

achievement of agency can also lead to greater job satisfaction. Job satisfaction is

important because teachers are under increased pressure due to multiple teaching

demands. For instance, teachers face a range of issues such as ongoing staff shortages,

high turnover rates, and an increasingly diverse student population. Consequently, the

workload of teachers has increased while their well-being is declining (Sandmeier et al.,

2022). Teachers may feel overwhelmed, nevertheless tapping into agency might help to

regain a sense of control and thus promote well-being (Burger et al., 2021). In this sense,

agency is also related to the concept of resilience (see Box A). When supporting teachers, it

is important to understand that agency is not viewed as another teacher activity, but rather

as a way to empower teachers.

Resilience and agency
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Resilience and agency are often used interchangeably? and even though they are

interconnected they should be defined separately. Defining resilience is not an easy task,

given the growing recent number of studies and research paradigms. The psychological

definition understands resilience as the process and the outcome of successfully adapting

to difficult or challenging life experiences (APA, 2018). However, this perspective carries the

risk of reducing teacher resilience to an individual’s behavioural adjustment to external and

internal demands, overlooking the critical roles of contextual factors and the potential for

“being agents of change”. In contrast, we adopt an ecological perspective, as articulated by

Ungar (2012). In this regard, when people face significant challenges, resilience refers to

their ability to find and use resources that support their well-being, working individually or

together to ensure these resources are used according to their culture (Ungar, 2012). This

broader perspective highlights the interplay between individual and environmental factors in

fostering resilience.

Despite the limited research on teacher resilience within inclusive learning environments, a

recent sociological structural model sheds light on the complexity of this phenomenon. This

model, developed by Mu et al. (2024), frames resilience as a dynamic process

encompassing individual capacities, structural constraints, and teacher agency. Notably,

even under the pressures of emotional exhaustion, neoliberal challenges, and the risk of

teacher de-professionalisation, teacher agency plays a pivotal role. By harnessing agency,

teachers can foster positive outcomes, mitigate negative consequences, and sustain their

resilience over time (ibidem).

We understand this model to imply that teacher agency, as well as resilience, are best

understood from an ecological perspective. Hence, this short reflection highlights the

importance of looking for definitions of concepts that do not reduce complexity but show

the multidimensional character of the terms used.

Box A. Relationship with the concept of resilience.

In conclusion, teacher agency plays a critical role in creating an inclusive classroom,

particularly as teachers are in the best position to identify the needs of the students and

raise awareness about diversity issues. It is also crucial for job satisfaction and well-being,

in order that teachers feel competent in addressing inclusivity issues. Changes towards a

more inclusive educational approach is a way to both engage in professional development

and shape teacher agency. Florian and Pantić (2017) highlight the importance of teacher

education in fostering critical thinking and situating professional autonomy (see Box B)

within the broader work context. This perspective underscores the need for systems and
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structures that enable individuals to recognise and act upon the possibilities for making a

difference. In the next section, the discussion will explore the elements of teacher agency,

emphasising how they are shaped by and interact with the ecological context, including

institutional, cultural, and policy-related factors.

Autonomy

Teacher autonomy is the ability of teachers to make key decisions about their work. It is

defined as the “capacity of teachers to make key decisions that affect the content and

conditions of their work within a frame of regulations and resources” (Lennert da Silva &

Mølstad, 2020, p. 118). Autonomy can be seen as a resource for agency, giving teachers the

freedom to act (Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2022). On the other hand, agency may also be

achieved in contexts with limited autonomy, such as within prescriptive schemes of work.

The main difference between autonomy and agency is that teacher autonomy refers to the

amount of freedom (from restrictions) that a teacher perceives while teacher agency

highlights how a teacher can make use of this, e.g. the dynamic interplay between the

teacher and the conditions of his/her environment.

Box B. Difference between autonomy and agency.

What are the elements of teacher agency?

Teacher agency can be conceptualised in multiple ways. This chapter adapted an

ecological model of teacher agency first introduced by Priestley, Biesta and Robinson

(2016). This model claims that teacher agency is built up of three elements: iterational,

practical-evaluative and projective. Whilst this model splits agency into three elements, an

interplay exists between the three elements (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Model of elements in achieving teacher agency
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Source: Adaptation of Priestley’s (2016) Model of elements in achieving teacher agency.

The figure shows three boxes next to each other, the first ‘iterational’, the second

‘practical evaluative’ and the third ‘projective’. The boxes have arrows between them to show

that they interact with each other. The arrow underneath the three boxes points towards

‘teacher agency’.

Initially, the model is briefly explained. Subsequently, an example is used to dive deeper

into the different factors within the model.

The iterative dimension of agency is the element of teacher agency which has a past

orientation. For example, this would include a person’s experiences, both professional and

personal, and their knowledge and skills as well as professional learning and childhood

educational experiences.

The practical-evaluative element has a present orientation and is the only element where

agency can be acted out. This element focuses on the context within which a teacher works
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such as materials (resources and physical environment), social structures (relationships

with staff and children, and school level and national policy) and culture (school and

societal views).

Finally, there is the projective element which has a future orientation. This includes long-

term and short-term goals. In other words, it focuses on visions and aspirations that a

teacher has for themselves and also for their learners.

Building upon Priestley and colleagues model, our understanding of agency, and the

elements shaping it, underscores the interconnectedness and interactions between factors.

By using Freire’s definition of praxis, it can be argued that action and reflection employed

by educators may have an intention to change the world (Freire, 1970). Therefore action

can contribute to projective visions and as an iterative process, reflection can further

improve teaching practices (Kemmis & Smith, 2008). Therefore, we identify bidirectional

interactions between the factors, each affecting the other. The ecological model allows

us to conceptualise the different elements that constitute teacher agency, whilst at the

same time viewing the interplay across other elements. For example, if a teacher has past

experiences of feeling excluded in their classroom as a child (iterational), this has the

potential to influence their aspirations for the future (projective). For instance, ensuring that

her own learners do not feel this way and aspire to achieve an inclusive classroom. This

then could influence the decisions she makes today in the classroom (practical-evaluative).

In the next section, a case study example is shown, which is used to further illustrate the

terms of this ecological model of agency.

Rebecca’s story of inclusion and agency – a case study

Rebecca* works as a teacher within a special needs department at St. Augustine High

School* in India, a school that has a hundred-year-old legacy. The school, like many private

schools in India, segregates students in three ways: the ‘average’ and ‘above average’

achieving students who go to the mainstream school, the ‘low’ achieving students (many of

whom may have learning difficulties) who go to a separate section at the same school. This

section has more flexibility in the curriculum, learning processes and a different school-

board called National Institute of Open Schooling (NIOS). The third section, known as

the special unit, is for children with disabilities. Before Rebecca took on the role of a

teacher within the special unit, she worked as parent-volunteer in the school for three years,

during which time she also gained a diploma in inclusive education. She says: “I would

have preferred to work in a role which acts as a bridge between the different [segregated]

sections… but I was given this role”. Within two years of taking up the role, Rebecca has

enacted inclusion in three distinct ways.

First, she ensures her classroom activities engage every child (no one must be left

behind). There are alternatives for every task as well as alternatives to how it can be done.

There is room for children to sit together at a community table or sit separately if they
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want to work independently. Rebecca sometimes finds that it difficult to reach children with

her instructions, so she also uses visual aids and drawings to communicate. She invites

her colleagues from other departments of the school to visit her classroom to seek their

feedback.

Second, she uses her time on the school bus to ask her peers about their methods

of working with children with disabilities or difficulties in their classrooms. She enjoys

this daily commute with her peers as it allows them to talk freely about various school

issues and she finds her colleagues more receptive to her ideas while on the bus. Though

teachers are not open to a system where children with disabilities are integrated into the

‘mainstream’ classroom, they are still curious about how Rebecca works with children with

disabilities.

Third, she nudges the school management to consider making the school more inclusive.

Through her diploma, Rebecca learnt to look at her school from a theoretical lens and

was able to analyse the different functions of the school. During her diploma, she also

developed a few long-term goals and her own vision for her school. With the support of

the management, she recently conducted a school-wide survey about teachers’ awareness

of inclusive education which led to important discussions in the staff rooms and faculty

meetings and further resulted in the management seeking guest lectures on the subject

of inclusive education. Rebecca now has her eyes set on making school events (such as

sports day) inclusive. She hopes to continue to take such steps to make gradual shifts in

the school culture and practice.

Figure 2: Description of Rebecca’s agency in terms of the model of teacher agency.
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In the middle of this figure stands a black-and-white woman, representing Rebecca.

Around her are small boxes in three different shapes and colours, referring to the different

elements of teacher agency. Blue circles refer to Iterative, orange hexagons to Practical-

Evaluative and purple squares refer to Projective.
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Implications of the teacher agency model for Rebecca’s case

Iterational
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Personal Histories

Rebecca’s personal experiences include being a parent of a child with a disability. This

role provides her with first-hand experience in understanding and working with children

with disabilities. This could also enable her to empathise with other parents who have

children with disabilities. These personal experiences equip her with valuable insights and

knowledge that can shape her agency fostering inclusivity.

Professional Histories

Rebecca’s professional experiences are equally significant. She has spent several years

working as a teacher with children with disabilities, during which time she has interacted

with a diverse range of students. Her role as a teacher gives her a comprehensive

understanding of the existing structures within her school. Additionally, Rebecca has

pursued professional development in inclusive education, enhancing her knowledge and

leading to greater competence in this area. These professional experiences contribute to

her overall ability to support and implement inclusive practices in her classroom and school.

In the case study of Rebecca, both her professional and personal experiences may impact

the achievement of agency when it comes to developing an inclusive classroom and school

environment.

In sum, the model highlights that the achievement of agency is always informed by

past experience, and in this particular case, this concerns both professional and personal

experience (Priestley, Biesta and Robinson, 2016).

Projective
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The projective element encompasses both long-term and short-term aspirations and

visions. In the case study, Rebecca’s proactive efforts to promote inclusion are closely tied

to her long-term vision of creating a more inclusive school system. This alignment between

her day-to-day practices and her broader goals helps explain her strong commitment to

inclusion. Supporting this perspective, wider literature also illustrates how long-term goals

can shape a teacher’s agency. For instance, Gu, Liang, and Wang (2020) conducted research

on English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers in China, revealing that these educators

had long-term goals focused on ensuring student progress. These ambitions motivated

them to take actions aimed at elevating the status of English in their local communities,

thereby supporting the achievement of their long-term goals. Whilst the iterational element

is discussed separately in this chapter, it is important to recognise its interconnectedness

with other dimensions. For instance, Rebecca’s personal experience as a mother of a child

with a disability and experience as a teacher may partly explain and motivate her vision to

create a more inclusive educational environment. In other words, her personal journey could

be providing the foundation for her aspirations (projective).
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Practical-evaluative

264 | TEACHER AGENCY AND INCLUSION



TEACHER AGENCY AND INCLUSION | 265



Considering the practical-evaluative element of teacher agency, which encompasses

structural, cultural, and material factors, we can analyse the factors affecting Rebecca’s

agency.

Structural

In Rebecca’s case, certain policies and school structures might be hindering her agency.

For example, school policy segregates children according to those with, and without,

disabilities. This may restrict Rebecca’s agency as she is unable to make the decision to

mix the classes.

The second structure which possibly could hinder Rebecca’s agency is that the

prescribed, compulsory curriculum requires her special needs unit to take a more vocational

approach to education, providing children with practical skills over disciplinary knowledge

– resulting in restrictions on the curriculum content. According to Leijen, Pedaste and Lepp

(2020) “educational policies that emphasise testing, accountability and efficiency have

been heavily criticised for restricting teacher agency” (p. 296).

The case study also indicates that Rebecca’s agency could be influenced by teachers and

senior management in her setting. For example, she exchanges ideas with other teachers

and feels able to discuss inclusive education with them. This could positively influence

the achievement of agency in the school and classroom environment as she may feel

supported by others.

Cultural

Rebecca’s school, having a hundred-year-old legacy of serving the community it resides

in, is moderate in making progressive decisions even when national policies encourage

certain changes such as adopting inclusive education. It relies on the consensus among

parents and staff opinion when considering changes. For instance, Rebecca’s approach to

gently persuade the school management and her peers towards inclusive practices is based

on her deep understanding of the school and its beliefs. Her agency comes from the cultural

knowledge she possesses of the school from having been a parent, a parent volunteer, and

now a teacher at the same school. Rebecca belongs to a city (societal context) where there

are only a handful of ‘mainstream’ schools that include children with disabilities. Those who

do include children with disabilities follow a similar model of segregation as her school.

This is unsurprising, as noted by Singal (2019), teachers in India feel unprepared to teach

children with disabilities alongside children without disabilities.

Rebecca’s school, which is built on Christian values, feels obligated to serve the

community and all children (including those with disabilities). It also views children with

disabilities in a charitable manner, which, in the short term, has aided Rebecca’s goal of

inclusion and has given her agency to be a disability advocate, and to mobilise her peers

towards inclusive practices.

Resources

Access to resources can significantly impact a teacher’s agency. For instance, Priestley,

and colleagues (2016) claim that agency is partly shaped by the availability of physical
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resources and the nature of physical constraints. In Rebecca’s case, her classroom is

spacious and specifically designed for children with disabilities. It includes numerous visual

resources and calm areas for the children to use, setting it apart from traditional

classrooms. These resources, and the ample physical space, allow Rebecca to select from

a variety of visual materials and activities, creating options which may enable her to tailor

her teaching to the needs of her students, and ultimately therefore creating the potential to

lead to a more inclusive classroom.

To conclude, the analysis of Rebecca’s case identifies that there are many elements

which hinder, and support, the goal of agency in her setting. Whilst this section has

discussed the iterative, practical-evaluative and projective examples from Rebecca’s case

study, it is important to note that there may be many more relevant examples and factors

influencing the achievement of agency.

How can teacher agency be supported in a professional context?

To move towards more inclusive education, changes in the way of working in the school and

in the classroom are required. To ensure that such transformations are successful, teachers

must feel that changes are in line with their beliefs, and that they have the competencies

or resources to contribute to this change (Palmer et al., 2017). This alignment can be

shaped by reflection and discussion. School reform also relies on the professionalism of

the teachers. During this process, teachers may have opportunities to explore their values

and learn new professional skills (Imants & van der Wal, 2020). Such an exploration can

help to further shape their values and competencies. As a professional (in training) it is

important to recognise how your professional context can support you to achieve teacher

agency.

In this paragraph, different professional contexts and how they can shape teacher agency

will be further discussed, through the contexts of teacher education, early career teaching,

and communities of practice. Finally, the role of reflexivity, as an overarching premise for

professional development, is highlighted in the last section of this paragraph.

Teacher education

In teacher education, teachers can practise the achievement of agency in their settings. An

overlap with student agency may also exist, as the student teacher may identify themselves

as both a student and a teacher, depending on the programme. In some programmes,
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teacher education will include internships1 in which student teachers have increasing

responsibility over a class.

The teacher education context can be very valuable in developing teacher agency, by

allowing sufficient time to learn by experimenting, and reflecting on, the curriculum

(Korthagen, 2016). While still in teacher education, it may be difficult to achieve agency

due to the hierarchical dependencies on a supervisor or teacher educator, in addition to

balancing high workload with feelings of incompetence (Squires et al., 2022). However,

there are ways in which student teachers can develop agency. They can reflect on how

their personal goals relate to the course work or internship experiences, thereby increasing

feelings of personal responsibility (Stockdale & Brockett, 2011). Within the limits of

assignments, there may also be space to express one’s own views. While reading and

discussing theory or literature, it can be helpful to ask how the readings relate to your own

perspective. Such exercises can help to shape both the iterational and projective elements

of teacher agency.

Within the context of a university or education institute, teacher educators can make

sure there is room for exploration of the student teachers’ own values and related actions.

This can be achieved by focusing on the student-teachers’ learning process, through self-

directed learning methods for example (van Woezik, 2020) or by considering democratic or

transformative learning methods (Freire, 1970; Vianna & Stetsenko, 2011; Stetsenko, 2019).

These educational methods help students to set their own goals, while considering one’s

own values and making room to discuss these values. By setting personal goals, even if

they are bound by a curriculum, a sense of agency can be developed.

With regard to internships, the student teachers’ perspective is also valuable, particularly

as new teachers can bring a fresh perspective to both the school and teacher education

curriculum (März & Kelchtermans, 2020). Such ways of enacting agency are more informal

and individual (Snoek et al., 2019). One could also think about more formal ways of enacting

agency. For instance, by taking part in a student council or a council in the school in case

of an internship. Moreover, one can achieve agency as co-agency (see Box C), meaning one

could find like-minded peers or colleagues with whom they could voice any concerns or

work on a project.

Co-agency

1. The word internship is used in this chapter to indicate that student teachers are involved in schools during the teacher

education program. Depending on the (national) context, these internships can be highly integrated into the regular

curriculum of teacher education or stand alone. Internships may also be known as placements.
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Co-agency refers to both individual and collective action to forge new possibilities in the

institutional, political and societal power structures that frame the environment. Co-agency

emphasises interactions, relations, networks and alliances as the building blocks for agency

in guidance practice (Toiviainen, 2022).

The principle of co-agency understands that improving learning requires a joint effort

between teachers and students. It highlights that teachers need to align their influence with

the students’ own power to make a meaningful impact on their development. By applying co-

agency in their decisions, teachers focus on enhancing the learning environment and

opportunities, aiming to empower students to use their own agency effectively. This principle

guides teachers to continuously consider how their actions can encourage and support

students in taking charge of their own learning (Hart et al., 2014).

Box C. Defining the concept of co-agency.

Example

A student teacher created a chart of all the learners in their classroom, including the

learning preferences and the type and quantity of contact they needed from the teacher.

Based on this, the student teacher made a new seating plan where children with higher

levels of distractibility would be in the front and centre of the classroom to have as little

sensory input as possible, and children with social anxiety would be further in the back

having less eye contact with the teacher. The student teacher also mapped children who

need encouragement in the walking routes, and those who work well in teams were placed

further in the back so they can talk without disturbing others. They discussed the initiative

with peers and teacher educators. In this way, the student teacher took advantage of the

space in the teacher education curriculum to experiment with this way of seat planning.

In-Service Teacher Education

The role of in-service teacher education is to address challenges and dilemmas that

teachers are likely to face at different stages of their careers and to also introduce new

ways of teaching and learning to improve school processes and culture. In-service teacher

education has the potential to not only improve the professional knowledge and skills of

a teacher, but also to facilitate teacher agency. Indeed, research has shown that teacher

agency includes directing one’s own professional growth and that of colleagues (Calvert,

2016; Imants & van der Wal, 2020). Fullan (1993) argues that a key ingredient for teacher

agency is ‘mastery’, where sufficient expertise is required for educators to bring sustained

changes to their context. He further states that “mastery involves strong initial teacher
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education and career-long staff development, but when we place it in the perspective of

comprehensive change, it is much more than this. Beyond exposure to new ideas, we

have to know where they fit, and we have to become skilled in them, not just like them”

(Fullan, 1993, p. 4). If, for instance, any new ideas refer to an inclusive classroom practice,

teachers will need to rely on their expertise and agency to make decisions on how, or when,

they would implement the particular practice. Florian (2014) supports that same view by

pointing out that inclusive practice requires teachers to continually develop their practice in

order to identify improved ways to reach children. She makes the case for this by stating

that the “difficulties students experience in learning can be considered as dilemmas for

teaching rather than problems within students” (Florian, 2014, p. 291).

In-service teacher education is important for teacher agency as the projective element

of teacher agency calls for teachers to have a vision upon which they can act. In-service

teacher education therefore provides an opportunity or a platform where they develop skills

that can help them achieve their vision. Fullan also claims that “People behave their way

into new visions and ideas, not just think their way into them […] New mind-sets arise from

mastery as much as the reverse” (Fullan, 1993, p.4).

In-service teacher education programmes often bring together teachers with varying

degrees of experience and backgrounds and in doing so, creates room for collaboration and

learning where teachers can share similar experiences which, in turn, may inspire greater

teacher agency.

Example

Inspired by a course on autonomy-supportive teaching, a teacher decides to make more

space for the children allowing them to choose where they want to work and how quickly

they will go through the assignments. Children can also walk in and out of the classroom.

The teacher wants to show colleagues this change in the classroom, and invites colleagues

to come and observe how the children and the teacher themselves are working. After a

short observation, the teacher and a colleague sit together. They discussed what was going

well and identified areas for improvement, such as checking in on the children that are

outside the classroom. The observation also led to a discussion about the role of the

teacher, the core values (e.g., autonomy for the children versus transfer of knowledge), and

how the teachers feel agency to enact such changes in their classroom.

Early career

As an early career teacher, one may feel like there is still a lot to learn. Early career teachers

tend to have less experience, which previous research indicates may play a key role in the

achievement of agency (Burkhauser & Lesaux 2017; Dampson, 2019). Some early career

teachers can feel overwhelmed in the first period as a teacher, having responsibilities for

their own classroom and getting accustomed to a new environment. However, it is also

worth bearing in mind that teachers will have a lot to learn. As an early career teacher,
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one might bring a fresh perspective on the school and the classroom, thereby enabling

them to identify practices that could be changed or addressed. Early career teachers also

bring new ideas and insights that can be valuable for the school. This is called innovative

professional potential (van Leeuwen, 2024). Innovative professional potential has been

found even during stressful times of teachers’ careers, indicating that even though it is

influenced by external factors, it is not always constrained by them. Oolbekkink et al. (2022)

describe early career teacher’s agency across different categories ranging from restricted

to extended. For example, teachers who experience restricted forms of agency can only

enact agency within strict limitations relating to methods used in the classroom or school

regulations. Teachers who experience extended agency often notice that they are invited by

their school leaders and colleagues to experiment or expand their influence.

Example

I teach a year 3 class (7-8 year olds) in England. Our school uses a pre-packaged scheme

of work which provides prescriptive topics, termly plans and descriptive lesson plans. The

topics tend to be interdisciplinary meaning a range of subjects are integrated. This term,

the topic has been Prehistoric Britain. This scheme of work is very restrictive as “what” I

am teaching and sometimes “how” I am to teach are prescribed. For example, this week

our objective in topic (history) was “to understand what Stonehenge looks like”. Stonehenge

is believed to be a religious monument built in the prehistoric period. The scheme of work

provided a PowerPoint presentation which identified facts and different parts of Stonehenge

and a follow-up activity sheet for the children to complete labelling different parts of

Stonehenge. However, I knew my class liked to build and do practical tasks. I asked senior

management if I could get the children to make models of Stonehenge using materials in

school, such as Lego, building blocks and cardboard, instead of using the worksheet. With the

support of senior management, I was able to achieve agency within my classroom.

However, as a newly qualified teacher, the scheme of work has been beneficial (in some

cases). For example, it supports my curriculum coverage and, by having pre-made resources,

it saves me time as I do not need to create my own. Without having this scheme of work this

year, I would not have known where to start planning my history lessons. I believe confidence

with curriculum content and coverage will come with time and I hope to diverge further away

from the scheme of work.
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Picture A. Reconstruction of Stonehenge,

photography of the author. The picture shows

several wooden squares positioned upright

and put in a circle, with sticks on top and

smaller blocks in the middle of that circle.

Picture B. Photography of Stonehenge by Uliana Sova from Unsplash. The picture shows

several stones positioned upright and put in a circle, with stones on top and smaller stones

in the middle of that circle.

As a teacher, one can achieve agency in an informal way, meaning that one takes action in

the classroom or in the school based on their initiative. This can be seen in the example

above. Such an initiative might resonate with school leaders, and lead to a formal position.

This means that whilst coming from personal effort, one might move to having an allocated

role and time to work on these issues. Individual initiatives may also spark the interest of

colleagues and lead to forming a group of colleagues with a shared vision or goal resulting

in a collective way of working. Working in a collective is helpful to find support and more

traction for one’s cause. Communities of practice are a specific form of this.

Communities of Practice

Although there are multiples terms used for the groups of professionals who work on an

issue or just collaborate on a daily basis, (i.e., professional learning communities or learning

communities), we can define them as groups formed by individuals who share a concern, a

problem, an intention, or a passion about a topic that collaborates and interacts on a regular

and consistent basis (Wenger, 1998). In this chapter, we will use the term “Communities of

Practice” (CoPs) to refer to such groups, to highlight the notion of practice and reflexivity

inherent in these groups.

However, it’s also important to make the distinction between other familiar structures

in order to create a better understanding of how CoPs may interact with teacher agency.
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These familiar groups that may be mistaken for a CoP and are often identified as “teams”,

“task forces”, “training groups”, and “networks” (Wenger-Trayner et al., 2023). While a team,

task force, training group, or a network may have a focus on developing a product, solve

an issue, follow premade curriculum in a time-bound process in which hierarchical relations

may be present, a CoP focuses on collective learning and reasoning where the practitioners

have the lead and share common values and a group identity (Wenger-Trayner et al., 2023).

With this comparison in mind, let’s look at how teacher agency in the context of inclusion

may benefit from engaging in CoPs. It is safe to say that there are multiple ways in which a

CoP can foster agency and inclusion. Possible benefits can be categorised as follows:

• Shared Leadership: The inherent horizontal relationships between community

members fosters individuals’ capacity to take action. This way of forming relationships

also encourages people of the community to share the leadership role in addition

to collaborative decision-making practices (Harris, 2003; Campbell et al., 2019). As

a result, they provide a space for teacher agency to foster and nurture individual’s

capacity to act on their visions.

• Collaboration & Reflective Practice: CoPs create a highly conductive and interactive

environment for establishing effective collaboration among teachers by creating space

for professional solidarity (Ayan, 2020). Therefore, the members share competences,

skill sets, strategies, etc. In this collaborative environment, individuals also find a space

to engage in collective reflection where they can critically analyse their practices and

make more informed decisions (Schon, 1983). Moreover, the nature of collaborative

practice also provides teachers with new resources which they may otherwise not be

able to reach. It can also provide the teachers with privileged access to resources

extending from personal experiences to documents and tools (Wenger-Trayner et al.,

2023).

• Professional Development: CoPs provide ongoing, relevant professional development

that supports teacher growth and responsiveness to new educational challenges

(Desimone, 2009). CoPs also build knowledge capital involving human, social, tangible,

reputational, learning capital (Wenger et al., 2011).

• Fostering Inclusion: CoPs promote understanding and respect for cultural diversity,

enhancing teachers’ abilities to create inclusive classrooms (Gay, 2010). In CoPs,

through teachers’ interaction, members can address diverse student needs, developing

inclusive strategies and practices (Ainscow et al., 2006). As diversity is inherent in

the CoPs, members can acquire different perspectives on issues. In addition, problem-

solving activities within CoPs allows members to tackle complex educational issues,

enhancing their critical thinking abilities (Jonassen, 2000). Engaging in collaborative

inquiry and dialogue within CoPs also encourages the questioning of assumptions,

exploration of diverse perspectives, and development of critical thinking skills

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009).
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As school populations become increasingly diverse, teachers need to consider how to

make schools more equitable and inclusive for all learners. CoPs provide opportunities to

employ agency by allowing shared leadership, promote collaboration and reflection, support

professional development, and at the same time foster inclusion. To summarise, it can be

argued that a community of practice which fosters diversity has the potential to produce

solutions that will meet the diverse needs of all learners. As previously mentioned, this

stems from the fact that communities that encompass different perspectives and different

modes of existence will generate a variety of solutions to problems, which will, in turn, pave

the way for the creation of more inclusive solutions via classrooms (Ayan, 2020).

Reflexivity

Research has shown that reflexivity of teachers is crucial for agency, inclusion and social

justice, as well as for professional development in general. In daily practice, teachers often

report lacking the time to reflect on their professionalism, identity, beliefs, and values, nor

having time to consider structural, cultural and material dimensions. Indeed, these are often

taken for granted. In some school contexts, it is common to hear statements like “I’m

doing it because we are used to doing so,” which indicates a lack of critical reflection

on potential inequalities and the solutions needed to address them. The problem with

unexamined presumptions within institutional contexts is that they can sustain unequal

educational outcomes for certain students. Pantić (2017) discovered that even inclusive

educators who believe in their crucial role in advancing social justice and removing barriers

to education often perceive students and their families as vulnerable, and instead focus on

helping them conform to existing standards. Without questioning their underlying beliefs

about schools as politically neutral and equal-opportunity environments, these educators

might view special schools or self-contained classrooms as more suitable for students’

well-being and safety, while also seeing disability as inherent and unchangeable (Broderick

& Lalvani, 2017; cf. Li & Ruppar, 2020). In the literature, reflection has been inquired since the

1980s but there is not always consensus on its conceptualisation. In order to better clarify

some key terms, this next section distinguishes between reflexivity, reflexive posture and

reflective practice.

Reflexivity refers to an explicitly knowledge-oriented process that is based on a “complex

network of relationships aimed at giving meaning to actions and stimulating new ones, and

aimed at interpreting the experience through which we understand the reasons why we act

in a certain way” (Nuzzaci, 2011, p. 11). In this definition, the role played by experience

clearly emerges, which, paraphrasing Dewey (1986), can be understood as the interaction

between subject and object, between organism and environment, and which manifests

itself in problematic situations in which the individual tries to overcome a problem to

respond to his or her own need or necessity. This process is similar to that described

by Mezirow who conceptualises the transformative learning process as a series of stages
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through which an individual, starting from a challenging situation (which he calls

disorienting dilemma), tries to revise its own schemes of meaning, reworking them and

making them more appropriate to the situation, until coming to a new, more adequate

conceptual perspective (Mezirow, 2003; 2016; crf. Baroni, 2021). Reflexivity is thus

configured as a deep learning process, which also involves the emotional dimension of the

subject, as well as the behavioural one (Nuzzaci, 2018). Alternatively, when one speaks of

reflexive posture, one refers to an attitude “that is episodic and spontaneous in character

and leads one to reflect discontinuously on a certain practice without an assumption of

awareness or change in action” (ibid., p.11).

The third one, reflexive practice, is understood as integrally part of the teacher’s

professional identity, since it consists in being able to operate a constant reflexive process

to guide action, regardless of the obstacles or difficulties encountered (Altet, 2008;

Perrenoud, 2001). Moreover, in this practice, the professional can recall possible functional

strategies to carry out a given task. This shares commonalities with reflexivity in that it

presupposes a habitus (Bourdieu, 1972), i.e. a way of acting in practice, constituted as

much by actions, as by languages, rules, objectives and implicit strategies (Nuzzaci, 2011).

Thus, it is the case that the practitioner in question is constantly engaged in a reflexive

operation that leads him/her to become more and more aware and thus sustain his/her

resilience (La Marca & Longo, 2016).

Engaging in reflective practice is not always easy, especially as an early career teacher

or when you work in structures that do not foster such practices. Still, it may be worthwhile

to look for possibilities. You can think about finding like-minded colleagues, with whom

you can reflect during a coffee or lunch break. Perhaps there are opportunities within the

school to find a mentor or other form of professionalisation that will help you find time for

reflection. Or you might even address the issue with school management, perhaps together

with other colleagues.

Underlining the role of reflexivity, and of being a reflective practitioner (Schön, 1993)

is crucial while working towards the implementation of inclusive school practices. In

particular, it is necessary to find space and time in which the individuals and the groups

(crf. community of practice) can create opportunities to step back, recognise and assess

situations of inequality, find solutions to leave behind routinised mechanistic practices, and

act positively (Pantić, 2015).

We could understand reflexivity as a “superpower” that empowers teachers in monitoring

both self and the society, enabling them to accomplish their purposes. Research has shown

that educators that are able to reflect on their practice could positively enact change

through agency, such as “reflecting on their own practices and environments in seeking

to accommodate all learners; constantly monitoring their own actions with respect to

their commitments (…); articulating practical professional knowledge and justifying actions;

making sense of the structures and cultures in their schools as sites for social

transformation” (Li & Ruppar, 2020, p. 48).
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Example

In the “Action Research Teacher” programme facilitated by Teachers Network, a dynamic

community of educators was established through ongoing discussions focused on

inclusive classroom practices. Supported by the organisation, this community collaborated

closely with experts from an inclusive education centre, engaging in a continuous cycle

of observation, discussion, design, implementation, and reflection. As part of this process,

teachers maintained observation diaries where they reflected daily on their own practices

and classroom environments within the context of inclusion. These diaries often revealed

exclusionary practices, discourses, and identified vulnerable groups and identities. Group

reflections on these observations led to broader discussions and a sense of empowerment,

enriched by the diverse experiences of the community members (Yurtseven et al., 2021).

How can teacher agency be achieved?

As teacher agency is understood more as an ecological concept instead of an individual

capacity, our answers on how to achieve teacher agency should also adopt an ecological

approach. As discussed in this chapter, teacher agency should not be defined as another

task or a skill that teachers need to complete or achieve on their own. In order to understand

how to develop agency inside the ecosystem shaping agency, the system itself and its

actors need to be highlighted. Priestley and colleagues (2021) identify five distinct sites

of activity including; nano, micro, meso, macro, and supra, that interact in the context of

teachers’ classroom practices. Although they offer a model for reframing the curriculum

making process, the same ecological model can be applied to teacher agency, as the actors

and the sites of activities do not change.

Building upon the established ecological models of education and agency

(Bronfrenbrenner, 1994; Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Priestley et al., 2016), a revised framework

is proposed, in order to reframe the model and diagram to better fit the context of teacher

agency. Refraining from repeating a hierarchical structure, the current model illustrates the

system in a nonlinear/non-hierarchical way, to account for the constant interaction between

the actors in the system and the sites of action in various directions.

To achieve teacher agency, teachers remain the core actors, and their engagement with

the whole system drives teacher agency. In addition to their systematically constructed

capacity of agency, their impact on the ecosystem itself (through forming relations, groups,

as advocates for more inclusive policies, and challenging the prejudices inherent in the

culture), can reshape the whole system. However, teachers are not the only actors in our

model that function in the individual domain. Students and school leaders can also be

taken into consideration in the individual domain whose iterational, practical-evaluative

and projective elements of agency shapes teacher agency in the ecosystem. For example,

a school leader’s projective value on inclusive classrooms may enable teachers’

understanding of inclusion and consequently may build autonomy in the school system
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which directly contributes to teacher agency. On the other hand, students’ various personal

histories, identities, values, and discourse may also foster teachers’ vision for an inclusive

classroom and may cause teachers to reflect on their own values and identities. Therefore,

the individual site of agency as not being restricted to teachers’ themselves, is the core

of teacher agency. Importantly, the ripple effects of individual agency has similar

repercussions on other actors within the ecosystem?

Figure 3. An illustration of the ecological model of teacher agency developed by the

authors.

The illustration shows the words ‘Teacher Agency’, with a circle around, divided into six

parts which say ‘Individual’, ‘Interpersonal Relationships’, ‘Institutions’, ‘Culture and

Structure’, ‘Policy’ and ‘Network’. There are arrows around the circle to indicate movement,

and there are arrows inside the circle pointing towards the words ‘Teacher Agency’.

Interpersonal Relationships

Aside from the individual, interpersonal relationships are defined as another actor which

shapes agency. The web of relationships and engagement between the actors in the
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individual level (such as colleagues, students, school leaders, and support staff) acts as

another sociocultural factor reframing, enabling or hindering teacher agency. Beyond this

site, there is the institutional domain where school policies, leadership and resources

available may shape how agency is perceived and practised. This site also links to the

practical-evaluative elements of agency heavily by fostering or hindering the teachers

capability to act.

Institutions

As a teacher, it is important to engage in conversation with your school leader or

department head. School leaders are an important asset for teacher agency as they can

provide the autonomy teachers need to enact their agency. Sometimes, school leaders are

not aware of the needs of teachers, so it is important to advise them if there are areas which

could benefit from improvement or change? This may also help to frame your ambitions

in line with the school vision or societal needs. School leaders might look upon student

teachers and early career teachers as people who still have a lot to learn. While this is

true, early career teachers are also assets who may bring new perspectives and ideas to

the school. Knowledge of the organisation culture, beliefs and structure to navigate their

environment is also important. Kelchtermans (2019) labels this micropolitical literacy as it

allows teachers a degree of freedom for actions and decision making which may impact

on their learners. The organisation structure, restrictive as it may be, is not a one-way

interaction. Therefore, it helps to dive into the organisational structure of your school and

find out how it might be possible to make changes.

Network

Taking one step into the larger social structures, in areas Bronfenbrenner (1994) refers to as

exosystem and macrosystem, we see sites of network, policy, and culture and structure. In

our model, we identify the site of the network where NGOs, local organisations, universities

that interact with the school and the teachers themselves, play an important role in

achieving teacher agency. An NGO working on teacher empowerment or a university project,

may help teachers to act upon their visions, and inspire and develop more inclusive

approaches can greatly affect teacher agency. In this site, through interactions and

experiences , teachers may even transform their understanding of agency and inclusion,

and influence their teaching practices.

Policies

Beyond the network domain, there are educational policies at the district, state, and national

levels that also have a profound impact on teacher agency and inclusion which may also

shape the level of interaction inside the network around the school ecosystem. For example,

278 | TEACHER AGENCY AND INCLUSION



a ministry of education may enforce prescriptive practices, form centralistic and rigid

hierarchical interactions; therefore limiting the area of network, institutions, relationships,

and individuals.

At the outermost layer, the culture of the society involves the values, beliefs, and attitudes

within the school and the broader society. A culture promoting values such as inclusivity

and autonomy is essential for enhancing teacher agency. So let’s start with what can be

done. How can we achieve and nurture teacher agency in this complex web of relationships

and interactions? We can start by talking a little about the core, the individual, the teachers

themselves and what they can do to support their own agency?

Culture and Structure

The cultural and structural aspect of teacher agency concerns societal beliefs about

teachers and the importance placed on them in policy. If policies are too hierarchical and

seek to control the role of teachers, this would limit one’s agency. As some scholars have

stated , teachers should not be role-takers, they should be role-makers. Teachers’ roles

need to be viewed beyond that of implementers of policies. To be agentic here would

mean teachers need to critically think about how a particular policy affects the inclusion

of children. Teacher agency needs to be seen as an integral part of the profession, and

structures need to ensure teachers are not working in isolation and instead make room for

collective agency (as seen in CoP).

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=651#h5p-36

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

1. Think about a recent situation in which you experienced teacher agency. Try to analyse

it through the teacher agency model (iterational, practical-evaluative, projective).
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2. Think about your school’s structural, cultural, material dimensions. How can you

achieve agency within this context?

3. How does collaboration with peers and/or colleagues support teacher agency and

promote inclusion? Make concrete examples.

4. Can you think about situations that may limit or inhibit the achievement of agency?

What can you do?

5. Do you believe that you can always have agency, or can you think of a situation where

you would have no agency? Discuss in groups.

6. How can you be an agent of change for inclusion in your own practice?
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ANTI-BIAS EDUCATION
Ira Schumann; Mai Trang Vu; Hazar Chaouni; and Seun Adebayo

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=388#oembed-1

Example Case

Suki, a British-born student of Indian heritage, was incorrectly placed in an English for

Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) course despite English being her first language. She

was identified as having severe literacy difficulties, but rather than receiving targeted support

for her needs, she was enrolled in ESOL due to her low reading and writing proficiency.

Suki was placed in an ESOL course designed for non-native English speakers, despite being

a native English speaker. This placement failed to acknowledge her primary

challenge—dyslexia-related literacy difficulties, not language acquisition.

The college refused to assess Suki for dyslexia, claiming that her reading and writing skills

were too low to meet the criteria for formal testing. This created a systemic barrier that

prevented her from accessing the specialist support she needed. Despite her strong verbal

communication skills, Suki struggled significantly with reading and writing, leading to

frustration and disengagement. Without appropriate intervention, she was placed in an

environment that failed to address her specific learning needs. Had she received the right

support in a mainstream course, she could have thrived academically, but instead, the lack of

tailored assistance reinforced feelings of inadequacy and limited her educational progress.

Institutional rigidity: Attempts to challenge her placement were met with resistance, with

educators asserting that the system could not accommodate alternative solutions.

This case highlights a critical gap in educational support systems for students with

undiagnosed or misdiagnosed learning difficulties. Suki’s case was not an issue of ESOL

eligibility but a failure to recognise and support dyslexia.
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Suki’s experience highlights systemic issues in literacy assessment and support, particularly

the rigidity of criteria that hinder early identification of dyslexia. Her case emphasises the

need for individualised learning pathways, ensuring students are placed in appropriate

courses based on their actual needs rather than standardised test scores. Greater advocacy

and awareness are essential to empower educators to challenge these shortcomings and

implement meaningful interventions. To address these issues, Further Education institutions

must recognise that low literacy does not automatically qualify a student for ESOL,

implement early dyslexia screening regardless of reading level, and provide specialist literacy

support within mainstream education. These reforms are crucial to preventing the

unnecessary segregation of students with additional learning needs and ensuring equitable

access to education.

Had Suki been given the correct support, she could have developed her literacy skills within

an inclusive, mainstream environment—rather than being placed in a lower-level ESOL class

that did not meet her needs. This case study serves as a powerful reminder of the

importance of challenging systemic barriers and advocating for the right support for every

learner.

example case by Nysha Givens, University of Wolverhampton, UK

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

• What is anti-bias education?

• Why is anti-bias education important?

• How is anti-bias education connected to inclusion?

• Why should anti-bias education be an essential part of teachers’ everyday work?

• What is intersectionality?

• How can teachers implement anti-bias education in the classroom?
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Introduction to Topic

This chapter introduces the concept of taking an anti-bias approach to education.

Unfortunately, children do not grow up with equal opportunities, they can be disadvantaged

or advantaged because of their social identities. Taking an anti-bias approach means

that you are aware of these inequalities and take steps to create an environment where

differences are celebrated as well as creating an awareness around the different positions

children may have in society. Taking an anti-bias approach is necessary to ensure you are

an educator who is truly inclusive in their teaching, and it also prevents children from being

further disadvantaged in the classroom. This chapter will take you through the goals of anti-

bias education and provide you with the information you need to start taking an anti-bias

approach to teaching.

Key aspects

What is anti-bias education?

Anti-bias education is an approach to teaching that acknowledges and celebrates

differences in identities. It is about building a community that encourages diversity, critical

thinking and self-discovery. With an anti-bias approach, children can be strengthened in

their self-identities as well as their social identities and learn to interact respectfully with

others despite their different backgrounds. Inclusion and equity are the heart of anti-

bias education, so students are taught about the impact and unfairness of bias and

discrimination and how they can stand up for themselves and each other.

Why is anti-bias education important?

“Children are not only learning to read and write texts: they are learning to read and write

human possibilities. They read each other’s faces and clothes as they do any storybook, and

they write each other’s future in the stories they imagine” (Dyson, 1997).

Societies around the world are becoming increasingly heterogeneous, socio-culturally,

strongly due to the continuous movement of migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers

(Adebayo and Chinhanu, 2020). While the sociocultural changes experienced in societies

globally have brought about a richness in diversity, it has also led to the observation of

“how many societies try to fit people into a cultural box” (Adebayo and Chinhanu, 2020;

Vandenbroeck, 2007). In other words, minoritised and disadvantaged communities/people

worldwide continue to experience bias and discrimination due to their backgrounds.

Furthermore, recent events in the United States have brought about the urgent need to

respond to institutional and structural racism worldwide. Within the context of education,

the momentous Black Lives Matter Movement has highlighted the cruciality of developing
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anti-bias education and promoting equity and inclusion in education (Adebayo, 2020).

Additionally, the recent COVID-19 outbreak led to the closing of schools worldwide, and

this resulted in “1.6 billion children missing out on education, which has further amplified

inequalities inherent in many education systems” (Adebayo, 2022).

Furthermore, the current global landscape highlights the urgent need to address the

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) outlined by the United Nations in 2015, specifically

SDG 4, which aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong

learning opportunities for all. However, new evidence indicates that the world is falling short

of achieving these targets by the set date of 2030 (Adebayo, 2022; UNESCO, 2020). One

crucial aspect hindering the progress of SDG 4 is the challenges faced by teachers who

play a vital role in realising the goals. In multilingual and diverse classrooms, educators

are struggling to meet the diverse needs of their students (Adebayo and Chinhanu, 2020;

UNESCO, 2019). These classrooms are characterised by a wide range of languages spoken,

varying cultural backgrounds, and unique learning requirements, making it increasingly

challenging for teachers to provide inclusive and equitable education.

The demands placed on teachers to accommodate diverse learners require specialised

skills and knowledge that many educators currently lack. Inadequate training and resources

often leave teachers ill-equipped to effectively engage students from different linguistic and

cultural backgrounds. This deficiency in teacher preparation directly impacts the quality of

education and hinders progress towards achieving SDG 4 (Adebayo, 2022; UNESCO, 2020).

To address this pressing issue, it is crucial to invest in comprehensive teacher training

programs that equip educators with the necessary tools and strategies to effectively teach

in multilingual and diverse classrooms. By empowering teachers with the skills to navigate

cultural and linguistic diversity, we can create inclusive learning environments that cater to

the unique needs of every student.

Following the above, we posit that the development of anti-bias education and

competencies for teachers is crucial for education systems worldwide to ensure that

all learners have access to equitable and quality education. According to Killoran and

colleagues (2004: 150), “many teachers only scratch the surface of what a true anti-bias

education should be.” Therefore, we argue that anti-bias knowledgeable teachers can be

considered ‘quality teachers’ in this contemporary era (Adebayo, 2019).

Furthermore, anti-bias education is crucial to an inclusive learning environment (Dash

and Peters, 2021; Derman-Sparks and Edwards, 2019; Vandenbroeck, 2007). Therefore, we

cannot genuinely have an inclusive teaching and learning environment without anti-bias

education. Apart from adding richness to students’ learning experience, anti-bias education

has many benefits, and they include the following:

– Anti-bias education develops students’ skills to think critically and be culturally aware

to recognise, acknowledge, and confront discrimination and bias personally, institutionally

and within the society at large.
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– Anti-bias education helps students in developing intercultural relationships by

embracing cultural diversity.

– Anti-bias education commits teachers and educators to the emotional and cognitive

development of all students, irrespective of their cultural values.

– Anti-bias education creates room to support the development of students’ self-

confidence and identity by recognising, acknowledging and celebrating cultural diversity

and differences.

How is anti-bias education connected to inclusion?

Anti-bias education connects to inclusion because it promotes interaction between children

who are different from each other. Instead of shying away from and being uncomfortable

with these differences, an environment is created where these differences are accepted,

understood, and celebrated. At the same time, children are taught that society does not

treat or value everybody in the same way, precisely because it does not embrace the

differences in identities. Anti-bias education helps children grow up with a better

understanding of themselves, others, and society in general and – hopefully – a more

inclusive mindset. Anti-bias education is based on the same values as inclusion. It can be

seen as a practical approach to inclusion. One big question that teachers have regarding

inclusion is often “But how exactly can I do it?” Anti-bias-education provides an answer to

this question.

Why should anti-bias education be an essential part of teachers’ everyday
work?

It is essential that teachers make anti-bias education part of their everyday work because

students cannot just leave their social identities at the door. There is a very institutional

element to discrimination and marginalisation, and unfortunately schools are no exception.

Without an anti-bias approach, we are not equipped to adequately recognise and respond

to discrimination within the school. If a black student faces racism, we need to be able to

acknowledge that, name it and act accordingly. Without the proper knowledge and tools,

we might (accidentally) downplay situations in which students faced discrimination, or

we might even subconsciously discriminate against students, making the classroom an

unsafe environment. We might put or hold barriers in place that students must work hard

to overcome or cannot overcome at all, giving them a disadvantage that could affect how

they perform in school. For example, there is the possibility that we might overlook access

needs or other ways in which we are unaccommodating, making education inaccessible for

children with a disability. If we want to be fair to students and make sure they feel included

and seen, anti-bias education is indispensable.

The anti-bias approach assumes that everyone has biases. It does not distinguish

between “good” people who are not biased and “bad” people who are. Everyone has some
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amount of unconscious bias. We might not think of ourselves as biased, or we might

not know about our biases even though they are within us; that’s the unconscious part. It

happens quite often that we are biased towards people or towards certain groups.

We have grown up in societies with, for example, racist, sexist, ableist, or fatphobic ideas

‘floating around’ and they are part of our way of thinking, of the stories we tell ourselves as

a society, of our languages, and the words we use. There are so many words which have

hidden messages about certain people, and certain groups. Furthermore, these ideas, this

bias, are also in our institutions and structures. We are all surrounded by these ideas from

the first moment we are born. Research has shown that children “know” about differences

and stereotypes when they are 3 to 4 years old and apply them in interactions with other

children and other people in general (MacNaughton, 2006: 3, in German: Wagner 2009).

The problem with biases is: They influence how we perceive other people and their

actions. In this way, they also influence our work with other people, whether we want to or

not. It is important for everyone to learn about their unconscious bias, but it is especially

important for teachers. Bias influences how we perceive people, how we perceive their

actions and how we treat them. For example, bias impacts who we perceive as capable.

Who do we think is capable of learning and doing certain things, and who might be seen as

incapable?

When our biases are not conscious, it happens that we create barriers for students

and their families without even realising it. So, we will unintentionally produce barriers for

students which could harm their wellbeing and their chances for learning. It is also possible

that we do not recognise barriers that already exist for them. Hence, if your bias remain

unconscious you will not be able to do a good job as a teacher. Of particular importance

is that from the perspective of anti-bias education, it is not possible to be “bias free”, but it

is possible to be “bias conscious.” The German version of the anti-bias approach is called

“Vorurteilsbewusste Bildung und Erziehung” and the word “vorurteilsbewusst” translates as

“bias conscious.” The idea is, thus, already in the wording of the concept (Derman-Sparks,

2010).

Another important thing to note is that becoming conscious about your own biases is a

long, maybe even lifelong, process. It is not something that is done in a week of training.

Teachers need a certain knowledge, certain skills, to make their classroom more

inclusive, to realise anti-bias education. The knowledge needed is different from what

people often imagine it to be. Sometimes, teachers imagine they now have to learn about

every disability that exists, or they have to know all the languages spoken in their classroom,

and so on.

However, a different kind of knowledge is needed. For example: Teachers need to know

about which differences exist in their society and how these differences influence people’s

experience of the world because we are not all experiencing it in the same way. Teachers

need to know about inequality, about barriers that exist for some people, and privileges

that exist for others, and also how privilege makes it really hard to perceive barriers. This
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knowledge helps them understand why they might be able to perceive some barriers but

not others. Teachers need to know how discrimination works and what form it can have,

so they can detect discrimination when it happens at school. All this knowledge helps to

identify barriers that affect or may affect students and their families. Only then can teachers

remove the barriers and make it possible for all students to feel welcome, to feel seen and

appreciated, to learn and develop well.

If we want to analyse situations or institutions so that we can work against

discrimination, we need to know what discrimination can be, what it can look like, or else

we do not recognise it.

However, the problem is, when we think about discrimination, we often think about a

certain type of discrimination that happens in interactions between people. We imagine

one person with bad intentions saying something discriminating against another person,

or even becoming physically violent. However, discrimination is so much more than these

situations. Many forms of discrimination are more subtle and are not so easily recognised,

especially for people who are not affected by it.

For instance, these can be the so-called microaggressions. These are very small

situations that seem harmless for someone not affected by it. However, for the people

affected by it, they happen again and again and again, and become something that takes

up a lot of energy and can be very hurtful and damaging. One example in Europe or

North America is the question “Where are you from?” to people who are not white and are

perceived as not coming from the country they are living in, even if they might have been

born there. For some people this is a harmless question, but for others it is something they

hear again and again in their life, and it comes with the message of “you do not belong

here” and a feeling of being excluded. This is a form of microaggression that happens to

people who are perceived as having a migration background, be it is because they have dark

hair, maybe dark skin, but also maybe because they have a name that seems to be not, for

example, German or Dutch or Swedish. There is a video explaining microaggressions and

it uses the metaphor of mosquito bites. It says that some people get bitten once every so

often, but other people get bitten by mosquitos several times every day and all these bites

really add up, and it is really harmful for people affected by it (Fusion Comedy, 2016).

Turning back to discrimination in general, to put it in a nutshell can be very tricky:

discrimination can even happen when we have really good intentions, and this can also

happen at schools. Teachers may discriminate against students, their families, or

colleagues while having the best intentions. For example, if a teacher has internalised the

prejudice that disabled people are not as capable and competent as other people and

therefore, gives a disabled student easier tasks, even though the pupil would be able to

work on more difficult tasks, and able to learn more. It is not the intention of the speaker or

the person doing things that decides if something is discriminating, but the effect it has on

other people.

It is important to know that discrimination does not solely exist on a personal level.
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Discrimination is also systematic and institutional. It can be woven into processes, how

things get decided, into how things are done in institutions. If you do not know about these

processes or instances, you cannot detect them in your classroom, or in your school, then

discrimination just perpetuates itself and forms barriers for students.

An intersectional approach to realizing anti-bias education

Intersectionality is a way of describing how social identities such as race, disability, and

gender intersect. Picture it as a crossroads where different identities come together, which

causes specific forms of discrimination and marginalisation, such as mysoginoir

(mysogyny directed towards black women). Intersectionality is crucial in anti-bias

education, as a student can face more than one form of discrimination. In order to

accommodate them accordingly and create an inclusive and safe environment, it is

important to be aware of the fact that someone can be marginalised in more ways than one.

In this chapter, we use the work by Crenshaw (1991) on intersectionality, as well as

by Derman-Sparks & Edwards (2010) and Derman-Sparks & Edwards (2019) on anti-bias

education as a conceptual framework to address the “simultaneous intersections” (García

and Ortiz, 2013) between languages, cultures, gender, race/ethnicity, (dis)ability, and socio-

economic conditions. Indeed, diversity can be, and should be, conceptualised as “the

broader array of multiple social identities”, rather than (only) different abilities (García and

Ortiz, 2013: 32). Derman-Sparks & Edwards’s (2010; 2019) framework enables teachers to

support each child to develop to their fullest potential.

People can be discriminated against or marginalised because of different dimensions of

their identities. An immigrant female student’s experiences of being bullied may be shaped

by her being a girl and having a migrant background, and not speaking the local language

well enough yet. Her experiences may become even complex if she has dyslexia, and if she

has just moved from a country at war.

In this situation in real life, therefore, different discourses such as sexism and racism (and

xenophobia and disablism) intersect. However, despite these realities, in feminist and anti-

racist practices, these discourses are often not seen as intersectional (Crenshaw, 1991)

Crenshaw (1991) observed that in the response of activists to combat social injustices,

it is often that the multiple dimensions of our lived experiences are treated separately.

Feminists and anti-racist activists, for example, tend to view the discriminations and other

disadvantages happening to a girl student of an immigrant background as if the issues are

disassociated. Crenshaw argued that such a single-faceted approach that sees identity as

girl/woman or person of colour or having poor language skills, and then responds to one

or the other dimension, is in fact not effective. This is because it will cause such a student

to be marginalised in all three dimensions: gender, racism, and languages/cultures (and/

or disability, or class). Rather, an intersectional perspective and approach that goes beyond

the traditional boundaries of separate discourses, and that recognises the student as
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having intersectional identities and being affected by them, is necessary. This intersectional

approach responds to all three dimensions, and therefore, will be helpful in understanding

people’s experiences and informing responses and practices.

As a single-faceted theoretical lens seems not comprehensive enough to address the

complexities of social injustice discourses, teachers may want to adopt more intersectional

approaches. These approaches help them understand the multiple dimensions of anti-bias

education, attend to within-group differences, and start to employ it in the classroom.

Avoiding a deficit approach: ‘microwave’ anti-bias education

Within the context of anti-bias education, teachers need to understand the differences

between equity and equality in education. While there are complexities around the two

concepts, equity in education is how teachers respond to the specific needs of all students

to ensure they access quality teaching and learning. On the other hand, equality is based on

fairness, that is, treating all students the same (Adebayo, 2022). In other words, equality is

‘giving everyone a shoe’ while equity is giving ‘everyone a shoe that fits’ (Naheed Dosani).

A deficit approach to anti-bias education bases its implementation on a perspective

that foregrounds students’ problematic sociocultural background to argue for their poor

academic performance (Vandenbroeck, 2007). This particularly concerns students from

marginalised or culturally diverse backgrounds. In other words, a deficit approach

personalises failure, i.e., when educators believe that if students work harder, there will

be no need for anti-bias education. This approach to anti-bias education must be avoided

to ensure that all students have access to equitable and quality education, irrespective

of their sociocultural background. Anti-bias education is for all students. We can avoid a

deficit approach to anti-bias education by taking it as a school-wide commitment that adds

richness to the learning experiences of all students (Dash and Peters, 2021).

A US-based educator named Cornelius Minor came up with the term ‘Microwave Equity,’

which is explained as a situation in which teachers and educators attempt to quickly reach

the goal of equitable education for all learners. Mirroring this idea, one may also identify

‘microwave anti-bias education’ when educators intend to achieve the goals of anti-bias

education within a short time. However, both are not possible because equitable education

for all, and truly implementing anti-bias education require patience and a substantial

investment of time (Adebayo, 2022). The real work towards anti-bias education is a lifelong

process that requires the continuous investment of resources and efforts to create an anti-

bias teaching and learning environment. This is why Dash and Peters (2021: 59) strongly

emphasise that educators working towards anti-bias education should continue to ask

themselves: “Are we doing the right thing?”

An intersectional framework for classroom anti-bias education

As indicated above, anti-bias education is based on the value that differences are good,
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and differences need to be respected and celebrated (Derman-Sparks et al., 1989; Derman-

Sparks & Edwards, 2010; 2019). However, the framework is also action-oriented: it enables

teachers and students to identify and confront unfair beliefs and behaviour. In particular,

Derman-Sparks & Edwards (2010; 2019) discussed the four goals of anti-bias education

which include the dimensions of identity, diversity, justice, and activism.

Goal 1: Identity: This goal is seen as the starting place for all children, in all contexts.

Derman-Sparks & Edwards (2010; 2019) proposed that each child shall have the

opportunities “to demonstrate their self-awareness, confidence, family pride, and positive

social identities” (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2019: 7). Children are able to confidently

express who they are, while respecting who others are. They are also able to positively

describe their social or group identities (for example, gender, racial/ethnic, cultural,

language, religious, and socio-economic class groups) without being superior, or inferior, to

others (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2010; 2019).

Goal 2: Diversity: With this goal, children are able to “express comfort and joy with human

diversity, use accurate language for human differences, and form deep, caring connections

across all dimensions of human diversity” (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2019: 7). Children

learn to understand the differences, as well as similarities, between themselves and others,

and use that to treat each other in a caring and just way (Derman-Sparks & Edwards,

2010; 2019).

Goal 3: Justice: This goal helps children develop a sense of fairness and justice. They will

“increasingly recognise unfairness (injustice), have language to describe unfairness, and

understand that unfairness hurts” (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2019: 8). Children learn to

empathise with others, but also to engage in critical thinking in order to identify negative,

hurtful, unjust practices around them. These can be in the form of ideas and attitudes

(for example stereotypes), comments (for example teasing, shaming), and behaviour (for

example exclusion, discrimination) (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2010; 2019).

Goal 4: Activism: This goal aims to enable children to stand up to unjust ideas, attitudes

and behaviour, and act against injustice: “children will demonstrate a sense of

empowerment and the skills to act, with others or alone, against prejudice and/or

discriminatory actions” (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2019: 8). Children learn to take

perspective, perform positive interactions with others, resolve conflicts, and create a fair

classroom environment (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2010; 2019).

Derman-Sparks & Edwards (2010; 2019) emphasised that the four goals are

interconnected and all of them should be continuously incorporated into the curriculum

and daily educational practices. In realising the four goals of anti-bias education, the role

of teachers is to encourage and nurture students’ construction of identities, perspectives,

and the ability to take action. It is important, therefore, for teachers to observe and listen

to students’ questions, thoughts, and ideas, to be aware of the hurtful biases, stereotypes

and misinformation that students are exposed to, to look for ‘teachable moments’ – where

teachers see the opportunities to expand students’ thinking, to help them further develop
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knowledge and understanding, and to plan the curriculum and teaching accordingly. Anti-

bias education should be a combination of student-initiated activities, teachable moments,

and teacher-initiated activities (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2016; 2019).

How can teachers implement anti-bias education in the classroom?

Embracing and implementing anti-bias education is a process, and entails challenges

(Derman-Sparks et al, 1989). However an awareness of, and a sensitivity to, emotions,

attitudes, beliefs, identities, as well as stereotypes, biases, and even discomfort (Nganga,

2020) will be a starting point for teachers. In what follows, we suggest implications for anti-

bias education, classroom tools and inspirations for teachers that may help them in this

process.

Creating opportunities for students to express their identities

As establishing a confident, strong sense of personal and social identities serves as the

foundation for students to continue to achieve the next three goals of anti-bias education

(Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2010; 2019), teachers can help create as many opportunities

as possible for students to express who they are with confidence. Ice-breaker activities that

allow students to introduce themselves, their family, and backgrounds can help students

start talking about their identities in a natural context. For example, an activity called

“The meaning of my name” can be an engaging homework activity. When discussing that

homework in the class, the teacher can start by explaining their name first: what it means,

what it means in their family, and what it means to them, personally; then students, in pairs

or small groups, can talk about their names. This activity can especially be relevant and

meaningful for a culturally and linguistically diverse classroom and can be a good start to

introduce plurilingual and intercultural competence. Students can also creatively express

their identities, something special and unique about themselves, what they like, what they

dislike, through narrative and creative writing (free writing, story, poetry), and by using

multimodality (for example combining talking, writing, drawing, dancing, and acting). These

activities can accommodate students’ different needs, interests, abilities, and language

capabilities. Regarding identity expression, Derman-Sparks, Edwards, and Goins (2020)

suggest that teachers can also use materials as a tool to make all students feel welcome;

for example, by including images of people from diverse groups and backgrounds in the

materials.

Supporting students in respecting and celebrating differences

Teachers can help students change their attitudes towards differences: often differences

are the cause of discrimination. Students will understand that each person is unique – they

have unique traits, appearance and physical features, and different opinions and ways of

thinking; and these differences in their personal and group identities must be respected.

More than that, these differences can also be regarded as positive because they help widen

and enrich one’s knowledge, experiences, and world views. At the same time, students
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also need to learn about how they are similar to others (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2016),

so that they can relate to, and connect with, each other. This can be done by teachers

asking students to share their prior experiences, for example, in solving a problem, or in

dealing with a real-life situation or dilemma that is relevant to their contexts. Discussion

activities that encourage students to express their personal thoughts and opinions can also

help students learn to respect differences, for example, traditional music from different

countries, or the paralympics can be possible topics.

One helpful strategy identified by Derman-Sparks, Edwards, & Goins (2020) is that

teachers go through their teaching materials and critically check if they represent diversity

fairly and accurately, and if there are possible hidden biases and stereotypes. For example,

a gender perspective (Sadker & Silber, 2007) can be used to critically detect if housework

is always associated with girls and women and not boys and men (stereotype bias), or

if all astronauts are portrayed as men (selectivity bias). Critical multiculturalism can be a

lens for teachers (Nganga, 2020; Yu, 2020) to investigate if some particular ethnic groups,

cultures, or languages are portrayed as dominant or invisible, privileged or marginalised, or

in stereotypical ways.

Extra-curriculum activities can also be designed on themes of diversity, for example, a

theme day on the topic of multilingualism (How many languages can students speak at our

school?) can generate discussions on languages, cultures, and history. Students are to be

encouraged to share their own knowledge and experiences in learning more about other

cultures as well as their own cultures.

Teaching students about empathy

Empathy is the ability to imagine oneself in another person’s situation and having

understanding and feelings towards their experiences – in other words, changing

perspectives to put oneself in other people’s shoes. Research (Athanases & Sanchez,

2020) has shown that drama-based pedagogy can help students develop empathy and

be engaged in social justice-oriented discussions. Teachers can make use of role-play

and other drama-based activities to help students relate to others’ thoughts, feelings,

and experiences. This will enable them to empathise with others and to see the world

from different perspectives. Drama-based teaching, possibly done in small groups, can be

beneficial for a diverse classroom, because the approach is inclusive in itself: it allows

students to explore, express, and learn in varied, non-conventional ways. Besides drama-

based pedagogy, experiential learning can also be implemented to teach students about

empathy, for example, thematic days on different forms of impairment can be organised

at schools, where people with disabilities are invited to be speakers. Students can visit

the home of people with disabilities, so they better understand their challenges and lived

experiences.

Promoting students’ critical thinking

To promote students’ critical thinking, teachers may choose a critical approach to
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teaching, where self-reflection and critical thinking are considered. When working with

reading and literature, teachers may ask questions that activate reflective discussions.

Escayg (2019) suggested that anti-bias education on the topic of race can be introduced

to even young children by teachers asking questions to help them first deconstruct the

system of racial ideologies, power and privilege in everyday life. Based on the responses

from students, teachers can then ask students to consider if this system is fair to everyone.

Helping students develop a sense of fairness and justice

Although it is not always easy to define what is ‘fair’ and ‘just’, teachers may introduce

students to essential values such as democracy and human rights, and that aggressive and

discriminated attitudes, words, and behaviour including isolation, rejection, and exclusion,

can be as hurtful as physical aggression and violence is. Teachers may invite students

to express their thoughts and opinions about statements or situations overshadowed by

societal inequalities and injustice.

Teachers also need to be explicit when dealing with injustices. As mentioned earlier,

children even at an early age can become involved in (race- and ethnic-based) verbal

and physical bullying towards their peers (Yu, 2020). It is suggested that teachers should

explicitly bring in racial and ethical issues into discussions with children. This can be done,

for example, by discussing with the children concepts such as stereotype and bullying, and

not just stop at vague scolding such as “being mean” or “disrespectful towards others” (Yu,

2020).

Another way to help students start to engage in the questions of fairness and justice

is to support them to approach one problem from as many perspectives as possible.

Thus, students will learn to be open-minded, and adopt multi-angled views rather than only

one-sided views. Problem-solving and debate activities can be helpful for this purpose.

Additionally, teachers can provide students with comprehensive information about

particular groups (why helping them be aware that identities are fluid and dynamic) and

encourage them to learn to critically evaluate the information they receive.

Facilitating students to respond to injustice issues

In helping students to become activists, to stand up to unfairness, inequality, and

injustice, it is important that teachers are their role models. Teachers need to be aware

of their own bias and implement anti-bias education, values and principles in their daily

practices.

At the same time, teachers can enable students to actively participate in creating a

fair, tolerant classroom environment. Students can also learn to resolve possible conflicts.

Restorative justice approach is a mediation method implemented in several countries

(Reyes-Quilodran, LaBrenz, & Donoso, 2019) where students learn to build peace by

acknowledging and owning their mistakes. In order to do that, students need to know the

necessary language and communication skills in conflict-resolution. For example, when an

incident happens between students, teachers talk to each involved party separately first,
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then call a conference where all parties talk about what has happened, listen to each other,

reflect on their actions, acknowledge their mistakes, and apologise.

Democratic education can also be an approach to empower students to respond to

injustice. Students’ voices can be heard through student committees, where they can raise

and discuss issues. Schools and teachers can provide opportunities for students (for

example by using surveys, polls, forums, and in-class discussions) to express their opinions

and wishes to actively contribute to the curriculum goals and content, as well as how this

content is going to be taught.

In all cases, it is important for teachers when implementing anti-bias education in their

classrooms to remember that all forms of support and intervention need to be closely linked

to the realities of children’s lives, and thus their needs (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2019).

Building relationships and partnerships with parents for anti-bias education

Engaging parents in the educating of their children is vital for developing anti-bias

education. Some ways educators or teachers can build relationships with parents include

teachers making the first move in building trust with parents. This is particularly relevant

for parents of minority ethnic migrant backgrounds who may not be familiar with the host

country’s school system. This may result in these parents being timid and not effectively

engaged in their children’s schooling. Secondly, teachers can find out what culturally diverse

parents value in terms of engagement and activities and outcome. It is crucial for teachers

to see parents as a vehicle to understand their children’s background. Thirdly, teachers can

personally invite parents and use phone conversations and in-person encounters instead of

letters or emails, which can be a huge barrier for parents with weak proficiency in the host

country’s language of instruction. This will help teachers build a cultural knowledge base

useful for effective teaching in culturally diverse classrooms.

Conclusion

In conclusion, implementing anti-bias education in the classroom is a critical endeavor that

requires a multifaceted approach. By embracing strategies such as creating opportunities

for students to express their identities, supporting students in respecting and celebrating

differences, teaching empathy, promoting critical thinking, fostering a sense of fairness

and justice, facilitating students to respond to injustice issues, and building relationships

and partnerships with parents, teachers can create inclusive and empowering learning

environments.

By valuing and affirming students’ diverse identities, teachers lay the foundation for

respectful and inclusive classrooms. Encouraging students to share their experiences and

perspectives helps promote understanding and empathy among peers. Through activities

that challenge stereotypes and biases, teachers can foster an appreciation for differences

and promote a sense of belonging for all students.

Promoting critical thinking enables students to question and challenge societal
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inequalities and injustices. By providing accurate information and encouraging students to

critically evaluate the world around them, teachers empower students to become active

participants in creating a more equitable society. Furthermore, it is crucial for teachers to

model anti-bias principles in their own practices and engage in ongoing self-reflection to

address their own biases. Building strong relationships with parents and involving them

in the educational process enhances collaboration and cultural understanding, ultimately

benefiting the students.

Incorporating anti-bias education into the classroom is a continuous and evolving

process. It requires teachers to be open-minded, adaptable, and committed to ongoing

learning. By embracing these strategies, educators have the power to create inclusive

spaces where all students feel valued, respected, and equipped to navigate an increasingly

diverse world. Through their efforts, teachers play a vital role in shaping a more equitable

and just society for generations to come.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=388#h5p-25

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

Choose three to four of the following tasks:

• How do you think your own biases could influence your approach to teaching? Can you

think of a moment where you might have acted on a bias, even unconsciously? How

would you address this in the future?

• What practical steps can you take as a teacher to create an inclusive and equitable

classroom environment? How would you ensure that all students feel seen and

valued?

• How can empathy be cultivated among students in a way that supports anti-bias

education? Share an example of an activity or strategy that might help students

develop empathy.

• How can understanding intersectionality help educators address the diverse needs of

students in their classrooms? Provide a hypothetical example where an intersectional

approach could improve a student’s experience.
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• How can teachers help students critically evaluate stereotypes and biases they

encounter in daily life? Can you think of a classroom activity that would achieve this

goal?

• What challenges do you anticipate when implementing anti-bias education in a

classroom? How might you address these challenges?

• Considering that anti-bias education is a lifelong process, how can schools create a

culture that continuously supports this approach among staff and students?

• How can teachers effectively involve parents from diverse backgrounds in anti-bias

education? What strategies might you use to build trust and collaboration with

families?

• Discuss the difference between equity and equality in education. Why is equity

essential in an anti-bias approach, and how can it be achieved in a classroom setting?

• How can educators empower students to become active participants in challenging

injustice within and beyond the school environment?

• What role should teachers play in modeling activism?
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NEUROINCLUSION: A SCHOOL COMMUNITY
APPROACH

Alison Stapleton; Deirdre Forde; Nicola Ryan; and Paty Paliokosta

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=657#oembed-1

Example Case

“Imagine a neurodivergent child arriving at school on a Monday morning. For them, the

transition to the classroom after a hectic weekend feels difficult. In the chaos of the morning

rush, they have forgotten to bring their lunch, and one of their socks is on inside out. On

mornings that run more smoothly, this child comes to school well-rested and ready to work.

Today, however, they feel tired.

As teacher hands out a worksheet, they describe what they would like the class to do. The

child does their best to listen and remember each demand because they want to do well in

school even when they are tired. Teacher explains that they want to see each child holding

their pencil correctly, not talking to the person seated beside them, and sitting quietly in their

chair. The neurodivergent child begins to worry; holding the pencil “correctly” means that their

hand gets tired very quickly, and sometimes they find it easier to read when they whisper to

themselves. In addition, the neurodivergent child is seated in a squeaky chair, which means

they cannot tap their foot and sit quietly at the same time. On top of this, the neurodivergent

child notices that teacher’s handout has crowded text, which is more difficult for them to read.

As their sense of worry grows, the neurodivergent child becomes increasingly aware of the

other people around them. They do not want to seem “weird”, so they try to calm down and

focus. Teacher then says, “Okay, class. Let’s begin with a simple task. Correct the misspelled

words on the handout”.
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One way to understand this child’s experience is by using the metaphor of a capacity jug.

This morning, the child had a smaller capacity jug than they normally would, meaning that

their capacity jug became full quite quickly. And, with all of the demands, the teacher’s

“simple” task could not fit neatly in their capacity jug; the “simple” task causes it to overflow.

Yet, the child’s day does not end there. We can imagine how the rest of their day might go as

they struggle to tolerate keeping their collared shirt buttoned up, as their friend chats with

them about their favourite TV show, as the various school bells sound for lunch times, as

they go to the sweet shop on their walk home from school. We can imagine their capacity

jug growing and shrinking, becoming more or less full depending on the situation and task

at hand. We might also notice times when a task did not need to entail so many demands

and could have filled the capacity jug less.

There are many variants of this metaphor, however, this version is adapted from Holly

Sutherland (2023). The point is that each of us has a capacity jug, with different demands

filling our jugs in different ways. This chapter focuses on neuroinclusion and how

communities might create a neurodivergent-friendly ecosystem that helps us all to gently

expand our capacity jugs, to notice what fills them, and to notice times when demands can

be reduced to prevent our capacity jugs from overflowing.

Figure 1 Title: An overflowing capacity jug does not have space for a supposed “simple”

task.
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Adapted from Holly Sutherland by Alison Stapleton.

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What is neurodiversity?

2. Why are neurodiversity movements necessary for neuroinclusion?

3. How might we create a neurodivergent-friendly ecosystem?
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Introduction to Topic

The diversity within neurodiversity: A preface

Building on Steven Kapp’s (2020) discussion of the diversity within neurodiversity, we would

like to acknowledge that there are many ways to approach the concepts covered in this

chapter. We would also like to acknowledge that because many people care deeply about

this topic, and because this topic can require using new terminology, it can feel risky to

engage. Importantly, the meaning of many concepts outlined in this chapter is evolving

(Patrick Dwyer, 2022). In addition, conceptualisation and language preferences differ across

contexts, as do individual preferences. Therefore, we would like to emphasise that we are

not saying ours is the “correct” way to approach this topic. Rather, aligning with Robert

Chapman (2020, p.219), the present approach is one we have found to be “epistemically

useful” and invaluable in our practices. We are sharing our views at this point in time in the

hopes that they help to resource and nurture neuroinclusive communities.

What is neurodiversity?

Collectively developed through the 1990s and 2000s (Monique Botha et al., 2024), in a

descriptive sense, “neurodiversity” refers to the fact that all human nervous systems work

differently (Steven Kapp, 2020). This means that each of us experiences the world in

different ways, and thus we act in different ways. From this perspective, neurodiversity is a

subset of biodiversity and a biological fact (Steven Kapp, 2020). The existence of terms like

autism, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), dyslexia, and more may be attributed

to this fact. If each of our nervous systems worked in the exact same way, then we would

not have terms to describe differences from supposed norms (neurodivergences); these

terms are a consequence of the fact of neurodiversity. As a concept, neurodiversity includes

all types of nervous systems (neurotypes).

Being neurodivergent means having a nervous system that works differently from what

is considered “normal”. Importantly, there is no consensus on who is considered

neurodivergent (Steven Kapp, 2020). For example, sometimes the term “neurodivergent” is

used to exclusively refer to people with neurodevelopmental differences (e.g., autism) and

not people who have an acquired brain injury or trauma. This chapter does not impose limits

on the meaning of “neurodivergent” and instead, aligning with Steven Kapp (2020), invites

readers to identify and organise within neurodiversity movements at their own discretion.

If you are not neurodivergent, then you are neurotypical (i.e., neurotypical people have

nervous systems that work in “normal” ways). The only way to identify someone as

neurotypical is by ruling out all forms of neurodivergence. Therefore, it is best practice

to not assume that someone is neurotypical. Some scholars and advocates suggest that

neuronormalised may be a more appropriate term than neurotypical and that

neurominoritised may be a more appropriate term than neurodivergent. Amandine Catala
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(2023) argues that these alternative terms decenter socially accepted (neuronormative)

points of reference and serve to highlight the social positions created by the associated

power relations. In simpler terms, although neurodiversity is naturally occurring, the way

we “judge” neurotypes is not. Instead, what we consider “normal” depends on our context

(i.e., which neurotype has more power). So, from this perspective, being “neurodivergent”

means having less power in that context. Approaching these concepts in this way can

be pragmatically useful because it allows us to distinguish between people who are likely

harmed by existing systems versus not. However, given the risk of conflating “being

neurodivergent” with “experiencing disability”, and given that the terms “neurodivergent”

and “neurotypical” are more commonly used, neurodivergent and neurotypical are used

throughout this chapter.

What is a neurodiversity paradigm?

A neurodiversity paradigm is an application of neurodiversity at a conceptual level. Nick

Walker’s (2021) neurodiversity paradigm contains three fundamental principles:

1. Neurodiversity is a naturally occurring, valuable form of human diversity. This means

that (i) neurodiversity is not something we create artificially, and (ii) strength is a

collective property of diversity; the fact that we are all different is a strength.

2. “Normality” is a social construct. Just as there is no “correct” ethnicity or gender, there

is no universally “correct” nervous system. No one “way of being” (neurotype) is

inherently better than any other.

3. Neurodiversity operates like other dimensions of equality and diversity, such as

ethnicity or gender. This means that neurodiversity is subject to the same types of

social dynamics (e.g., privilege and oppression). For this reason, it can be helpful to

approach and affirm neurodiversity similarly to the ways we approach other

dimensions of human diversity.

To illustrate the principles of Nick Walker’s (2021) neurodiversity paradigm, consider

the following metaphor (adapted by Alison Stapleton from Alyssa Alcorn et al.’s (2022)

woodland metaphor):

Imagine a rainy garden that has lots of plants, specifically one lantern plant, two rose

bushes, three viola tricolors, and lots of iris plants. Too many iris plants to count! In fact,

most of the plants in this garden are iris plants. In this garden, we can see all three tenets

of Nick Walker’s (2021) neurodiversity paradigm operating.

First, the variation between plants is an inherent property of the biodiversity in the garden;

by nature, each plant is unique. For example, no two iris plants lean in exactly the same way

or have the exact same patterns on their leaves. And yet, even though all plants differ, it is
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helpful to use the term “iris” to refer to the class of iris plants. We can also see the strength

that comes from diversity; the garden is a rich and varied oasis rather than being home to

just one type of plant.

Second, all plants in this garden have equal value. We would not say that the lantern plant

is inferior to the iris plant, nor would we berate the lantern plant because it did not grow long

green leaves like an iris plant. The lantern plant has equal value as a plant. Whether a plant

is thriving depends on its environment. For example, lantern plants are prone to root rot if

overwatered. This means that it is difficult for the lantern plant to thrive in the rainy garden.

Similarly, the garden has snails that eat rose bush leaves, so the roses cannot thrive. This

particular garden is also home to a dog that enjoys eating viola tricolors, so those plants

cannot thrive.

Finally, we can see that iris plants are in the majority. By default, environments tend not

to serve minority groups. Unlike the minority plants, iris plants thrive with lots of rain and

are rarely targeted by snails or the dog. Hence, iris plants thrive in the garden because they

do not experience the same stressors as the minority plants; the same garden environment

is experienced in different ways. So, rather than blaming a plant for not thriving, we can

instead shift our focus to plant-environment fit. How can we change our garden so that all

plants have maximum opportunities to thrive?

In the same way that each plant is unique in the garden metaphor, each person is

unique; even people who share the same neurotype are not the exact same. Yet, it can

be helpful to provide people with labels to describe shared ways of experiencing the

world (Juwayriyah Nayyar et al., 2024); terms for describing neurotypes can be useful.

Similarly, just as the minority plants experienced stressors, neurominorities experience

minority stressors such as everyday discrimination and internalised ableism (Monique

Botha & David Frost, 2018). In line with minority stress theory, these stressors, including the

demands of neuronormative standards (e.g., “you must make eye contact when listening

to me”), increase neurominorities’ risk of poorer health outcomes (Monique Botha & David

Frost, 2018). Importantly, in this context, “minority” and “majority” do not merely reflect

differences in numeric quantity. Instead, these terms are intended to highlight differences

in power.

In terms of applications, rather than blaming a neurodivergent child for struggling/not

thriving, the outlined neurodiversity paradigm allows us to add the environment to our

analysis. Attending to person-environment fit offers teachers alternative pathways for

supporting neurodivergent children; what can we change in our classrooms so that all

children have maximum opportunities to thrive? In this way, teachers can embrace

neurodiversity paradigms (be neurodiversity-affirming) and advance neurodiversity

movements (be neuroinclusive).
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What are some myths and misconceptions about neurodiversity?

If we adopt neurodiversity rhetoric without an understanding of the associated movements

and paradigms, then we risk failing to achieve its transformative potential, impeding

meaningful change, and/or causing active harm (Dinah Aitken & Sue Fletcher-Watson,

2022). Common myths and misconceptions about neurodiversity and its associated

paradigms include:

Myth 1: “When we talk about neurodiversity, we are not talking about the entire
human population, rather we are talking about a subset of neurodivergent people”.

This is a myth because neurodiversity includes everyone, and, as outlined, neurodiversity

is not a synonym for “being neurodivergent”. If we apply neurodiversity to just a subset of

the human population, then we risk merely replacing dominant terms with neurodiversity

rhetoric rather than enacting meaningful system-level change. We also risk reinforcing

stigma, further ossifying “us-them” (neurotypical-neurodivergent) categories, and centering

neurotypical experiences. In order to push back against stigma, we need a language that

includes everyone; neurotypical people are not outside of neurodiversity.

Myth 2: “Neurodiversity is only about celebrating neurodivergent talent”.

Although it is important to identify, celebrate, and nurture an individual person’s strengths,

focusing on individual talents alone does not fully realise the potential of neurodiversity.

Relatedly, “superpower” narratives that stereotype neurodivergent people as having special

talents may also result in exploitation and reflect performative activism (Patrick Dwyer et

al., 2024).

Rather than just centering neurodivergent talent, neurodiversity paradigms can allow us

to understand the differences between people as a source of strength. For example, Harriet

Axbey et al. (2023) found that, in comparison to neurotype-matching pairs, neurotype-

mismatching pairs (e.g., one autistic person and one non-autistic person) worked more

creatively when completing a task together.

Relatedly, if we are truly valuing people equally, whether they have a talent is irrelevant;

we all have equal value regardless of our strengths and support needs. A failure to frame

strength as a collective property risks pressuring neurodivergent people to outperform their

peers or somehow compensate for being neurodivergent. It also risks reinforcing systems

that value people only by their grades or productivity (Dinah Aitken & Sue Fletcher-Watson,

2022). Critically, who decides what “talents” are? What happens to children who believe that

they do not have any talents? How different might our communities be if everyone believed

that they had value simply because they were a member of the community?
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Myth 3: “Neurodiversity erases the struggles of neurodivergent people”.

When we argue that a neurotype is not solely characterised by deficits, that does not mean

that we ignore experiences of disability. Embracing neurodiversity movements can involve

identifying ways to improve person-environment fit rather than solely framing problems as

being located within individual people. In this way, it is possible to reject deficit-focused

labels while also attending to experiences of disability. As a movement, neurodiversity

can be both needs-affirming and rights-respecting. As Dinah Aitken and Sue Fletcher-

Watson (2022) note, “the word difference should point us to acceptance of needs without

judgement, rather than denial of needs without support”.

Importantly, there are debates about the extent to which neurodiversity movements

represent the needs and interests of neurodivergent people who have relatively higher

support needs (Jonathan Green, 2023). However, the movement is intended to include

everyone; it is important to continually decenter dominant perspectives and ensure all

neurotypes are represented.

Related to assertions that embracing neurodiversity erases struggle, sometimes

neurodiversity-affirming practice is framed as necessitating a total rejection of

conceptualisations of neurodivergences as “disorders” and “deficits” rooted in biology

(medical models of disability). Aligning with this, Patrick Dwyer et al. (2024) found that,

in a sample of 504 adults with a connection to autism (278 autistic, 226 non-autistic),

neurodiversity movement support/identification predicted lesser endorsement of medical

models. Yet, Julia Knopes (2024) reported that neurodivergent people’s understanding of

their lived experience indicated ambivalence towards medical and neurodiversity models,

concluding that “rather than imposing one model of disability over another, we might

instead pause to consider how people apply different models to appreciate different

aspects of their day-to-day lives” (p.27). For teachers, this might mean respecting an

individual child’s way of understanding themselves and not limiting the child’s narrative to

one of strength and difference.

At times, depending on the jurisdiction, teachers may be asked to contribute to

identification processes for neurodivergent children. In contexts where neurodivergent

children are identified solely per pathologizing models and where formal identification

is required for access to accommodations and support, it is particularly important for

teachers to name children’s struggles. By reporting on struggles honestly and gently, with

respect and compassion, teachers can help neurodivergent children and their families to

access effective support as needed and wanted.

Myth 4: “Being neurodiversity-affirming means anything goes.”

In the context of rights-respecting movements, neurodiversity does not mean that “anything

goes” (i.e., that there are no boundaries or rules). Being neuroinclusive means facilitating

the cohabitation of all neurotypes, not prioritising one form of needs/preferences over
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others. Everyone must be aware of the multiple intersections that they occupy and reflect

on whether they are using their power in ways that harm others who have less power. Being

neuroinclusive means asking questions like, what can I change in this environment to make

it safer and more comfortable for everyone?

3.5 The present chapter

This chapter employs a participatory approach and reflects a collaboration between

neurodivergent and neurotypical professionals and advocates. In this chapter, we explore

why neurodiversity movements are necessary for neuroinclusion and how communities

might create a neurodivergent-friendly ecosystem. We adopt a needs-affirming, rights-

respecting approach and aim to cultivate neuroinclusive communities that affirm and

accommodate all neurotypes.

4. Using Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory to Conceptualise the Community

Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 1986) ecological systems theory (EST; later termed the

“bioecological model”) suggests that children’s growth and development are influenced by a

set of interconnected environmental systems, namely the microsystem (e.g., teacher-child

interactions), mesosystem (e.g., teacher-parent interactions), exosystem (e.g., disability

organisations), macrosystem (e.g., neuronormativity), and chronosystem (e.g.,

neurodiversity movements). Bronfenbrenner depicted these systems as concentric circles,

with each system arising from “a place where people can readily engage in face-to-face

interaction” (Urie Bronfenbrenner 1979, p.22). EST emphasises the importance of studying

a child in the context of multiple ecological systems in order to fully understand their

development. As such, the EST framework presents the child at the centre surrounded by

influencing subsystems of the environment, the most influential and intimate of which is

closest to the child. EST helps us to understand that children and their families do not exist

in isolation but rather are embedded into a larger social structure interconnected with other

institutions and domains which can indirectly impact the immediate environment of the

child. And, from this perspective, development arises as a result of reciprocal processes

between a developing child and their systems. For this reason, we argue that a

neurodiversity-affirming systems approach is necessary to cultivate neuroinclusion.

Why are Neurodiversity Movements Necessary for Neuroinclusion?

Neurodiversity movements can help us to decenter medical models of
disability.

We can reframe supposed “deficits” as differences or strengths.

Historically, medical models of disability have been viewed as oppressive (Andrew Hogan,

2019). At an ideological level, medical models have been described as “personal tragedy

models” because they tend to frame disability as “something to be pitied, a personal tragedy
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for both the individual and [their] family” (Licia Carlson, 2010, p.5). As conceptualisation

frameworks, medical models approach forms of neurodivergence as “disorders” and

“deficits” rooted in biology that should be cured, prevented, or suppressed. From this

perspective, forms of neurodivergence are viewed as “pathological” deviations from

“normal” human species functioning that directly lead to the experience of disability. Hence,

medical models can be understood as placing the “problem” solely within neurodivergent

people.

Many people believe that the goals and attitudes of neurodiversity movements and

medical models are dissimilar (Patrick Dwyer et al., 2024). And, depending on how one

defines “neurodiversity”, this may be true (Ari Ne’eman and Elizabeth Pellicano, 2022).

Yet, mandating a total rejection of medical models may reflect an epistemic injustice

(Julia Knopes, 2024), and some neurodiversity approaches aimed to offer a middle ground

between medical and other models of disability (Patrick Dwyer, 2022). Hence, rather than

imposing a singular model of disability through which neurodivergent people must

understand their own experiences, being neurodiversity-affirming may require creating

space for multiple types of stories, including those stemming from medical models (Robert

Chapman, 2021).

Across contexts, many professionals rely on medical models of disability. For example,

many neurodivergent people are identified per the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of

Mental Disorders – 5th Edition (DSM-V; American Psychiatric Association, 2013) and the

International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11; World Health Organization, 2022).

Neurodiversity movements provide an opportunity to decenter dominant approaches to

neurodivergence, including those grounded in medical models. Extending beyond traditional

medical models, adopting a neurodiversity-affirming stance allows us to attend to person-

environment fit. Rather than asserting that a neurodivergent person just needs to be “fixed”,

we can expand our lens to include the environment, since the “problem” may be that it is

unaccommodating and unaccepting. In addition, rather than pathologising all differences,

we can broaden our awareness of the contexts that transform differences into disabilities,

and indeed the contexts that support differences serving as strengths.

We can cultivate neurodivergent identities.

Strong medical models tend to only use language that perpetuates stigma, upholds

neuronormative standards, and reinforces unfavourable evaluations of neurodivergent

people, contributing to ongoing discrimination and marginalisation (Patrick Dwyer, 2022).

In contrast, neurodiversity theorist Robert Chapman (2021) calls for a “rejection of default

pathologisation of neurodivergence, not of neurodivergent pathologisation as such”. In

line with this, neurodiversity movements tend to use language that affirms neurodiversity,

facilitates greater acceptance of neurodivergent people, and validates neurodivergent

identities. By using language that highlights how every human nervous system is unique,
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neurodiversity movements center collective strength, thus creating opportunities for all

members of the community to maintain a sense of belonging and value. This shift in

terminology and understanding is crucial to dismantle neuronormative systems, redress

harm caused, and nurture neuroinclusive communities where neurodivergent people are

valued and understood.

In addition, some neurodivergent people describe forging their neurodivergent identity

as crucial to self-understanding, with neurotype serving as a useful framework for working

with their nervous system (Juwayriyah Nayyar et al., 2024). Hence, rather than only using

deficit approaches (replacing neurodivergent culture with neuronormalised practices) or

difference approaches (teaching neuronormalised practices without regard for

neurodivergent culture), true neuroinclusion necessitates an asset-based approach. In this

context, an asset-based approach might look like explaining neuronormative standards

while actively sustaining neurodivergent culture; inviting all community members to notice

their differences, how no one way of being is superior, and how it is not enough to merely

respect neurodivergent culture – we must also extend it. See Django Paris (2012) for

a discussion of this type of culturally sustaining pedagogy; remember neurodiversity is

understood as operating like other dimensions of equality and diversity.

We can empower neurominorities and protect neurominorities’ autonomy.

By framing scientists and doctors as cognitive authorities, medical models tend to

perpetuate power imbalances and a sense of “us-them”, furthering the divide between

neuromajorities and neurominorities. This differential treatment can mean that

neurodivergent people are viewed as incapable of autonomy, which can lead to a loss of

agency and the ability to make decisions about their own lives. This can exacerbate societal

exclusion and subjugation.

In contrast, neurodiversity-affirming approaches aim to empower neurominorities and

return power to neurodivergent people, protecting their autonomy and agency. This

approach is not only more inclusive and supportive but also upholds the rights-based

perspective of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

(2006).

Neurodiversity movements can help us to improve our understanding of
neurodivergent people’s experiences.

Neurodivergent people tend to be misunderstood, in part due to neuronormativity. For

example, the way a neurodivergent person expresses their emotions may radically differ

from the way a neurotypical person expresses their emotions. In line with Nick Walker’s

(2021) neurodiversity paradigm, no one way of expressing yourself is “correct”, and thus

both “ways of being” are of equal value. However, neuronormativity devalues authentic

neurodivergent expression in favour of neurotypicality. This means that neurodivergent
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people can be judged in less favourable ways than their neurotypical peers, with Noah

Sasson and colleagues (2017) reporting that lesser favourable judgements of

neurodivergent people were associated with lesser willingness to interact.

One conceptualisation of misunderstandings of neurominorities that is consistent with

Nick Walker’s (2021) neurodiversity paradigm comes from Damien Milton’s (2012) theory

of the double empathy problem. According to this theory, members of different social

groups have different experiences and viewpoints on the world (i.e., have an empathy

gap). For this reason, miscommunications are likely to occur when members of different

groups interact. From this perspective, the “problem” with communication is experienced

by both group members (i.e., it is a double problem). And yet, there is inequality to its

impact. Power dynamics mean that minority group members are often expected to fully

and completely cross the empathy gap (i.e., adjust their responding to better meet the

needs and preferences of majority group members). In addition, because majority group

members tend not to experience miscommunications, they experience the resulting sense

of disconnection as more intense, while miscommunications are understood to be a

common experience for minority group members.

To illustrate the double empathy problem, consider the following example. While

interacting with a non-autistic person, an autistic person does not make eye contact.

From the perspective of the autistic person, they are not making eye contact because

it feels overwhelming and makes it more difficult for them to fully attend to what their

conversational partner is saying. And yet, the non-autistic person interprets this action as

meaning that the autistic person is not paying attention and has an ulterior motive.

In this example, we have two members of two different groups, and thus, we have an

empathy gap. A neuronormative way to resolve this empathy gap might involve mandating

that the autistic person make eye contact, regardless of how it impacts their ability to

engage with their conversational partner. Alternatively, a more neurodiversity-affirming way

to approach the empathy gap might involve acknowledging that both the autistic and non-

autistic experiences are valid and valuable. Therefore, it is possible for both the autistic

and the non-autistic person to adjust their responding. In fact, research has shown that

autistic-to-autistic communication is just as effective as non-autistic-to-non-autistic

communication (Catherine Crompton et al., 2020). So, it is not valid to assert that a

neuronormalised approach to communication is “better”. Importantly, neurodiversity

paradigms do not dictate how we should approach the empathy gap. Instead, neurodiversity

movements invite us to affirm both “ways of being” and think critically about who is

crossing the empathy gap and why.

Figure 2 Title: Visual representation of an empathy gap between an autistic person and a

non-autistic person by Alison Stapleton.
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by Alison
Stapleton

Although the double empathy problem was first presented in the context of autism, it can be

applied to other forms of neurodivergence, and indeed other social groupings. For example,

a person with ADHD might interrupt their non-ADHD conversational partner because they

are excited, and yet their non-ADHD conversational partner might interpret that action

as impatience. Even if you are not neurodivergent, you can likely recall a time you felt

misunderstood by someone who had experiences and viewpoints that differed from your

own.

Recently, Sebastian Shaw et al. (2023) proposed a triple empathy problem. Applied to

education, the triple empathy problem arises when there is both a neurotype mismatch

(e.g., autistic versus non-autistic) and a role mismatch (e.g., teacher versus student).

Communities should strive to identify empathy gaps as they arise and reduce any

inequalities in their impact. This might begin by asking questions like, how can I cultivate

safety, comfort, and authenticity in my interactions with people who are members of

different groups than me?

Neurodiversity movements can help us to dispel neuromyths.

Educational neuromyths are misconceptions about how the brain works and how this

affects learning (Marta Torrijos-Muelas et al., 2021). Neuromyths have been observed in

educators, healthcare professionals, parents of neurodivergent children, children, and the

wider community (Silvia Gini et al., 2021). Neuromyths are harmful because they can

reinforce stereotypes and associated stigma, and can result in misidentification or a

complete failure to identify neurodivergence (Patrick Corrigan & Amy Watson, 2002).

There are many neuromyths about forms of neurodivergence; some examples include

“autism is a learning disability”, “all autistic people have special abilities”, that ADHD can

be cured by supplementing the diet with vitamins, that ADHD means the brain is over-
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aroused, or that mental capacity is hereditary and cannot be changed by the environment or

experience (Marta Torrijos-Muelas et al. 2021).

Although the impact of neuromyths on teaching practice is unclear (Brenda Hughes et al.,

2022), some research has examined the extent to which educational professionals endorse

neuromyths. In their study of general population members and people working in education

from preschool to higher education (including administration staff, inclusion managers,

and mainstream teaching staff), Silvia Gini et al. (2021) found no difference in neuromyth

endorsement between the general population and educational professionals. And, reported

familiarity with neurodivergence was not associated with greater knowledge. Neuromyths

related to autism were recognised more by teachers rather than neuromyths about ADHD,

Downs Syndrome, and Dyslexia. Silvia Gini et al. (2021) suggest that this may be linked

to campaigns and government initiatives for raising awareness of autism which suggests

more work needs to be done with raising awareness and increasing knowledge of other

forms of neurodivergence.

Given that neurodiversity paradigms can decenter dominant approaches to forms of

neurodivergence, neurodiversity movements can create novel avenues for research,

ultimately helping us to dispel neuromyths and cultivate epistemic justice.

How Might We Create a Neurodivergent-Friendly Ecosystem?

Before describing ways we might move closer toward a neurodivergent-friendly ecosystem,

it is important to acknowledge that achieving complete neuroinclusion is not easy.

Individual teachers (and indeed their schools) are inherently subject to multiple competing

contingencies, i.e., they are embedded in a larger social structure and interconnected with

other domains that indirectly impact them.

In examining teachers’ views of systemic support within their schools, Stuart Woodcock

and Lisa Marks Woolfson (2019) reported that leadership support, professional

development opportunities, and adequate funding were deemed vital to support inclusion.

Stuart Woodcock and Lisa Marks Woolfson (2019) also noted that participants felt that

other teachers’ rigidity and unwillingness could undermine inclusion efforts, with some

teachers reportedly framing inclusivity as a mere increase in workload for them.

Yet, importantly, we do not know what a true neuroinclusive classroom looks like. As

Dinah Aitken and Sue Fletcher-Watson (2022) ask, “How much of the difficult behaviour

teachers struggle with in class right now is motivated by children trying to hide their

difficulties, or push adults away because they don’t feel they can be trusted?”. What if

true neuroinclusion meant a reduction in overall workload? And, even if it does not, how

can we create environments that support systems being inclusive anyway? Neuroinclusion

requires systemic change. We cannot mandate that neurodivergent people conform to

a neuromajority. Rather than always asking neurodivergent people to change to

accommodate their environments, we should explore ways to change environments to
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better accommodate and support neurodivergent people. And, we cannot leave individual

teachers to do this work without adequate compensation, resources, training, and support

from the broader ecosystem. We need a neurodiversity-affirming systems approach.

Given the scope of this chapter, it is neither possible nor appropriate to give specific

recommendations for accommodating and supporting particular neurotypes. Instead, we

present strategies for becoming more neurodiversity-affirming in general.

Creating a Neurodivergent-Friendly Ecosystem: The Classroom

As part of the microsystem, a child’s classroom has one of the most direct, immediate

impacts on their development. As best they can, teachers should familiarise themselves

with neurodiversity and its associated paradigms and movements, ultimately striving to

be neurodiversity-affirming. Additionally, because lack of understanding and stigma are

key contributors to inequality, teachers could introduce all students to the concepts of

neurodiversity and double empathy (Alyssa Alcorn et al., 2024).

The LEANS (Learning About Neurodiversity at School) programme is one freely available

whole-classroom resource that may be used to teach children aged 8 to 11 years old about

neurodiversity (Alyssa Alcorn et al., 2022). Through videos and teacher-delivered activities,

LEANS aims to inform staff and children about neurodiversity, increase positive attitudes

towards neurodivergent people, and increase inclusive actions within the school community

(Alyssa Alcorn et al., 2022). Reesha Zahir et al. (2024) reported that LEANS received a high

level of support for its usability, acceptability, and usefulness from survey respondents, 50%

of whom reported experience working in education. Alyssa Alcorn et al. (2024) found that

children who participated in LEANS scored significantly above chance in the Neurodiversity

Knowledge Quiz and reported significant increases in the likelihood of behaving in inclusive

ways.

Alyssa Alcorn et al. (2024) also found that LEANS participants reported significantly

lower agreement with LEANS-aligned beliefs (e.g., “In my class, most people are kind and

friendly to people who are different than they are”). However, this unexpected finding was

interpreted by Alyssa Alcorn et al. (2024) as suggesting that LEANS led children to think

more deeply about their views of the classroom. Notably, one adverse event was reported

during Alyssa Alcorn et al.’s (2024) study. This led the LEANS team to add further guidance

for teachers about staff-student and staff-family conversations on neurodiversity. The team

further emphasise the need for all classroom staff to be involved in safety planning and the

need for agreed procedures for handling sensitive conversations. LEANS can be accessed

at https://salvesen-research.ed.ac.uk/leans

Another freely available resource that teachers may use to inform their neuroinclusive

practices is Catherine Crompton et al.’s (2024b) NEurodivergent peer Support Toolkit

(NEST). Codesigned by seven neurodivergent young people (aged 13 to 15 years old) and

nine adults who reported experience working with neurodivergent young people (Francesca
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Fotheringham et al., 2023), NEST aims to facilitate student-led peer support for

neurodivergent children in mainstream schools. Preliminary evidence supports the

feasibility and acceptability of NEST, with students reporting that peer groups facilitated

friendships, fulfilment, and a sense of community (Catherine Crompton et al., 2024a).

Although designed for older children, professionals working with younger cohorts of

children may draw on NEST to generate ideas for activities that can be used in their

settings. NEST can be accessed at https://salvesen-research.ed.ac.uk/our-projects/nest-

neurodivergent-peer-support-toolkit

Beyond extant programmes, less structured approaches to neuroinclusion at a

microsystem level might involve responding to children in ways that help them to develop

a healthy sense of self. For example, being attentive and responsive when a child identifies

how they think or feel, or understanding that a child is the expert of their own experience

(Alison Stapleton and Louise McHugh, 2021). As discussed above, each of our nervous

systems works differently. This means that we can experience the same sensory input in

different ways. Professionals working with neurodivergent children must be mindful of the

potential for distortion of neurodivergent people’s experiences. For example, a child who

identifies a room as being too bright for them might be responded to with assertions that

the lighting is fine. From this, the child may derive that they are too sensitive or that their

experience can be disregarded so long as the environment is fine for others. This distortion

of the child’s experience hinders self-advocacy and could be understood as a form of

sensory gaslighting that promotes masking (suppression of authentic responses in favor

of alternatives). Professionals need to understand that nervous systems work differently

and avoid mandating neuroconformity. Being neurodiversity-affirming is about ensuring

each child has a comfortable journey and reaches their destination safely; it is not about

cramming children into a non-stop shuttle bus headed for society’s destination of choice.

Other frameworks, such as Mary Doherty et al.’s (2023) Autistic SPACE or Universal Design

for Learning (CAST, 2024), may also be useful for professionals seeking less structured

approaches to neuroinclusion at the classroom level.

Creating a Neurodivergent-Friendly Ecosystem: The School

At school-level, recommendations from Marion Rutherford and Lorna Johnston (2019) that

were highlighted by Dinah Aitken and Sue Fletcher-Watson (2022) include (i) reducing or

eliminating the burden of school uniform policies and (ii) not ringing a school bell between

classes. Schools may also create sensory-friendly spaces and flexible classroom setups.

Given their “whole school” approach, each of these actions may benefit neurodivergent

students who have sensory processing differences, including those who have not been

formally identified as neurodivergent.

As part of the mesosystem, schools house myriad relationships and interactions between

microsystems, such as teacher-parent interactions, teacher-teacher interactions, teacher-
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psychologist interactions, and many more. To help create a neurodivergent-friendly

ecosystem, teachers could avoid ableist language and challenge neuronormativity within

these interactions.

For example, if contributing to a School Support Plan or Individualised Education

Program, regardless of whether the child has been formally identified as neurodivergent,

teachers could ensure stated goals do not reflect a normalising agenda that prioritises

the comfort of the neuromajority at the expense of others (Kristen Bottema-Beutel et al.,

2024). Teachers could also critically evaluate whether stated goals are truly measurable,

unpacking any in-built neuronormative assumptions (Kristen Bottema-Beutel et al., 2024).

In general, it can be helpful for teachers to reflect on apparent priorities; why is this goal

being set? Who does this goal serve? What are the implications of this goal for the child?

What alternatives are available? It can also be helpful to reflect on which knowledge bases

inform our viewpoints (i.e., the child’s input, other teachers’ input, etc.).

As another example, if participating in identification processes for a neurodivergent

child, teachers could report on the child’s struggles honestly and gently, with respect and

compassion. This is particularly important when children are identified solely per

pathologizing models and when formal identification is the only pathway to

accommodations and support. In this way, neurodivergent struggles are not erased and

dignity is respected, reflecting a needs-affirming, rights-respecting approach.

Creating a Neurodivergent-Friendly Ecosystem: Beyond the Classroom and
School

Expanding our focus to exosystem elements, many professionals use the DSM-V and

ICD-11 to identify neurodivergent people. As such, these classification systems are often

included in curricula for trainee teachers in higher education. If other approaches are not

included, then trainee teachers’ understanding of neurodivergent people may lack important

nuance. For example, they may adopt medical model ideology (e.g., that a neurodivergent

person just needs to be “fixed”) and neglect alternative viewpoints (e.g., that

unaccommodating and unaccepting environments need to be fixed).

Adopting a participatory approach to the co-design of neurodiversity-affirming modules

in initial teacher education can help to ensure that curriculum content reflects multiple

viewpoints and challenges neuronormative standards, stigma, and discrimination. Per EST,

neurodiversity-affirming training in initial teacher education may mobilise neurodiversity

narratives in our educational environments and communities, thus contributing to social

change. For example, training educators to recognise, support, and actively sustain

neurodivergent “ways of being” can lead to more effective teaching strategies and promote

acceptance.

Across disciplines (e.g., teaching, nursing, psychology, etc.), one area of development

seems to be ensuring that training curricula include examples of neurodivergent people’s
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lived experiences in different topic areas with educational opportunities including case

studies and live simulations (where actors would role-play with students to support their

learning). One example of how this could be done is Margaret Quinn and Sallie Anne Porter’s

(2023) curriculum immersion for pediatric nurse practitioners where content about autism

was embedded into existing topics to increase the knowledge and skills of nurses working

with autistic people. Curriculum immersion offers a good opportunity to think about how

we understand neurodivergence and the language used when sharing information about

neurodivergent people regarding assessment and support. Below are extracts of

assessment diagnostic formulations describing one form of neurodivergence (autism).

Two versions are presented, one more pathologizing than the other. When looking at the

extracts, reflect on the language used.

• How might each formulation inform your understanding of the child’s strengths and

support needs?

• How might each formulation translate to the classroom? What resources may be

needed?

• How might you have a conversation with the child and/or their family based on the

information shared? Does the type of language used make it easier or more difficult

for you to have those conversations?
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Sample extracts of
assessment diagnostic
formulations. Adapted
by Nicola Ryan from an

example used in
assessment by the

National Autistic
Society UK.

More pathologizing
description Less pathologizing description

Different, perceived as
odd or a loner.

Bob reports feeling different from his peers in many ways. He does not
enjoy school and notes finding many aspects confusing, especially

navigating social relationships. Bob believes that his peers misunderstand
him and feels as though he needs to pretend to be someone else in order
to fit in. Bob likes spending time with people, particularly in a one-to-one
setting and has enjoyed spending time in group settings when he could

rest and recover afterward.

Social communication
difficulties, pedantic,

inflexible

Bob presents as a precise communicator. He enjoys language and
particularly likes to focus on accurate detail. Bob speaks passionately

about things he is interested in and reports struggling to focus and
maintain interest when other conversation topics arise. Bob is most

comfortable with unambiguous, straightforward communication styles.

Obsessive, restricted,
and repetitive interests
and behaviours. Hypo/
Hypersensitive to his

environment.

Bob is a naturally monotropic thinker and is at his best when he can focus
on a topic in-depth, particularly without interference. Bob demonstrates

good attention to visual detail and touch that allows him to enjoy painting
and other arts subjects. Background noise or noises that he cannot

explain can be distracting or even distressing for Bob, and Bob notes that
his peers may not understand his experience.

Our conceptualisations and the language we use to describe neurodivergent people

matters because they can have a cascading effect across subsystems. Consider the

potential implications of a neurodiversity-affirming healthcare professional preparing a

report on a neurodivergent child’s support needs that will be shared with a neurodiversity-

affirming teacher. How might outcomes for this child differ from those of a child who has

a pathologizing report shared with a teacher who has only learned about medical models

approaches to neurodivergence?

Beyond improving curricula, other ways to create a neurodivergent-friendly ecosystem

include conducting and addressing sensory audits of built and digital environments. For

example, in Ireland, as part of the “Making UCD a Neurodiversity Friendly Campus” project,

the University College Dublin Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion Neurodiversity Working Group

(2024) developed a sensory audit tool using data from their scoping review, gap analysis,

survey, and qualitative interviews. The sensory audit included items assessing layout,

signage, décor, lighting, temperature, and auditory, tactile, and olfactory experience. Across

the audited areas, concerns included open-plan working environments, a lack of designated

sensory spaces, and inconsistency in the use of accessibility features within the virtual

learning environment. For another sample audit, see Paty Paliokosta et al. (2024).
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Such audits can address all EST subsystems. Specifically, we can focus on the

microsystem by improving the physical, emotional, and digital environments where

students interact daily. Involving students in the audit’s creation strengthens the

mesosystem, enhancing connections between different microsystems like students and

administration. The audit also impacts the exosystem by influencing policies and practices,

creating a more inclusive environment. It reflects societal values in the macrosystem by

promoting neuroinclusion. And, finally, the audit’s iterative nature aligns with the

chronosystem, ensuring the learning environment evolves to meet changing student needs.

This comprehensive approach can foster a supportive and inclusive environment for all.

As we come to the end of this chapter, we invite you to return to our Example Case.

Recall the neurodivergent child that has arrived at school after a hectic weekend. They have

forgotten to bring their lunch, and one of their socks is on inside out. Their teacher asks

them to correct misspelled words on a handout. How might we reduce the demands filling

their capacity jug? How might we gently expand their capacity jug?

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=657#h5p-37

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• What fills your capacity jug? What helps you to gently expand your capacity jug?

• When have you experienced the “double empathy” problem, whether on the basis of

your neurotype or another group membership?

• Reflecting on your professional training to date, what language do you tend to use to

describe neurodivergent people?

• How can you help to create neuroinclusive communities?
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TEAMWORK IN THE CLASSROOM
Outi Kyrö-Ämmälä; Becky Ward; and Silver Cappello

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=157#oembed-1

Example Case

“A few years ago, I was involved in an Erasmus+ funded project called THRIECE: Teaching for

Holistic, Relational and Inclusive Early Childhood Education. Some of the work we did in the Irish

part of the project was looking at relationships in the classroom. What was very special about

this piece of work was it involved the whole school community. So, everybody was involved:

teachers, special needs assistants, the librarian, the secretary, the caretaker; everybody in the

whole school community came together, both in terms of teamwork and collaboration in the

classroom. What was interesting was that through this project, the barriers across staff roles

started to break down. So, for example, previously, if a teacher had a professional question

that they weren’t sure about, they might ask a colleague, another teacher. However, when we

were evaluating this project and having conversations with the people involved, they said one

of the biggest benefits of this kind of relational approach across the whole school was that

they started to recognise the expertise in other groups of staff. It might not have occurred to a

teacher before to ask a special needs assistant for their opinion, and yet there was a huge bank

of expertise there, and they were missing out on this expertise by not engaging with special

needs assistants. Once those barriers began to break down, it meant that different groups of

staff could really collaborate. Or let’s say the secretary might have been the first person to see

the child on the way in the door and see an angry face on a child and think, “OK, I need to let the

teacher know to be gentle here.” It made a big, big difference to the staff team as a whole to be

able to rely on each other and draw on the expertise that was there.”

Dr. Leah O’Toole, Maynooth University, Ireland
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Initial questions

Consider your experience in the classroom:

1. Think of one good example of teamwork that you have observed or participated in.

What characteristics made it successful?

2. Think of a situation you have been in when the team did not work well together. What

stopped the team functioning effectively?

3. What kind of teamwork have you experienced in school or another pedagogical

context? Who was working together? What did it look like?

Introduction to Topic

In inclusive classrooms, it should be possible for all students to learn in their own local

neighbourhood (Slee, 2014), with education that enables them to reach their full learning

potential (Booth & Ainscow, 2011), and feeling a sense of belonging to their school

community (Qvortrup and Qvortrup, 2018). However, this is not without its challenges,

and a teacher can face many difficulties, such as lack of time, material, learning spaces

and personnel (Lingard & Mills, 2007). A teacher may also find it challenging to consider

students’ individual needs (Joseph et al., 2013) and students may be left without

appropriate support (Lumby & Coleman, 2016).

In this chapter, we focus on teamwork in the classroom. It is one solution to the

challenges that a teacher may confront in everyday school life when working with diverse

students. The core of our chapter is to describe what kinds of professional competencies

teachers need when they are working in teams.

Teamwork and collaboration are at the heart of inclusive education; collaboration among

adults, professionals and parents/carers and, above all, collaboration with and appreciation

of the pupils. Inclusive education is values-led. The European Agency for Special Needs

and Inclusive Education (2012:11) identifies the values which form the foundation for all

teachers in inclusive education.

“These four core values are:

1. Valuing learner diversity – learner difference is considered as a resource and an asset

to education.
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2. Supporting all learners – teachers have high expectations for all learners’

achievements.

3. Working with others – collaboration and teamwork are essential approaches for all

teachers.

4. Continuing personal professional development – teaching is a learning activity and

teachers take responsibility for their own lifelong learning.”

In this chapter we focus on value 3 Working with others and how collaboration and

teamwork are vital for teachers. However, teamwork also overlaps with the other core

values, especially valuing learner diversity and developing personal skills in continuing

personal professional development.

In order to value learner diversity and support all learners, multiple methods and

perspectives are needed (Diana Jr., 2014). In this way, the benefits of teamwork become

apparent. It is also important to recognise that teachers are lifelong learners and continuing

personal professional development is important to improve our attitude and ability to work

in teams and to learn skills for effective teamwork (Lindsay, Proulx, Scott, and Thomson,

2014).

The definition of teamwork in the classroom

Just putting people together does not make them a team. It has been stated that teams

need “clarity of purpose, accountability, team structure, and trust” (Sparks, 2013: 29).

Teamwork happens when a group of people work together to reach a common goal.

Although each person brings their individual contribution, they influence the others in the

team and in the same way, are influenced by their co-workers. At each step of the project,

the team works to make a joint decision, and then moves on to the next step. When there are

disagreements and different ideas, the team must work together to find a common solution.

Finally, the common goal is reached with each person having contributed to the outcome

(Radiæ-Šestic et al., 2013).

In a classroom, teamwork is describing, for example, how educational professionals

can work together to prepare and deliver teaching, evaluate the learning, and plan future

projects. Well-functioning teaching teams are essential to continuous improvement of

teaching and learning, providing mentoring and support for new staff, benefiting students,

teacher-teacher peer mentoring, and problem-solving with different perspectives (Sparks,

2013). Through collaboration, a system of flexible support can be built for the social

communities of children (Lakkala & Kyrö-Ämmälä, 2017).

There are many different people who influence what happens in the classroom. There

may be different kinds of teachers in the school, support staff, student teachers, therapists,

the principal and senior leadership team, social workers, educational psychologists, the

pupils themselves, and the families of the pupils. In this chapter we use the terms ‘student’
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and ‘pupil’ interchangeably to describe the learners in the school. This reflects the language

used in different school systems. We use the term ‘student teacher’ to describe those

training to be teachers. Focusing on the classroom, on a day-to-day basis, teachers, student

teachers, support staff, pupils and therapists are the people most likely to be in the

classroom during the school day. Teamwork can be challenging because it relies on trust

within these relationships, valuing different people’s contributions, and finding ways to

overcome differences of opinion (Whatley, 2009).

Key aspects

Dimension 1: Competence of the Teacher

In this section, the focus is on teachers’ competencies based on a document published

by the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education (2012). A combination

of professional knowledge, both in terms of content and pedagogy, along with values

and motivation aligned to learning, and self-regulation comprise the model of professional

teacher competence (Baumert & Kunter, 2013). When characterising teacher competencies,

it is crucial to distinguish between two elements: firstly, the concrete and visible actions

seen when teachers engage in professional responsibilities, such as teaching; and secondly,

the knowledge, skills and processes of perception, interpretation and decision making

(including cognitive and non-cognitive competencies) that are critical for implementation

but may not be observed by outsiders (richardWeinert, 2001). According to Koster

and Dengerink (2008), the competence of a teacher includes a combination of knowledge,

skills, attitudes, values and personal characteristics that allow the teacher to act

professionally and effectively in specific teaching and learning situations.

In the Profile of Inclusive Teachers (European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive

Education, 2012) teachers’ competencies are made up of three elements: teachers’ attitude,

knowledge, and skills. A certain attitude or belief demands certain knowledge or level of

understanding, it also demands skills in order to implement this knowledge in a practical

situation. All the elements should be seen as the foundation for specialist professional

development routes and the starting point for discussions at all levels on the context

specific areas of competence needed by teachers working in different country situations.

As identified earlier, the core value of ‘working with others’ highlights collaboration and

teamwork as essential approaches for all teachers.

Teamwork in the classroom is also related to two other spheres: teachers’ working with

parents and families; and teachers’ working with other educational professionals. In this

chapter, we focus on teachers’ collaboration with a range of educational professionals.

Teachers’ attitudes

Teachers’ attitudes, beliefs, and values are connected to their practical decisions and
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strategies in the classroom (Buehl & Alexander, 2009). These background factors may

come from previous experiences of schooling, or they may be concepts that are commonly

agreed in the school community (Richardson, 1996). They are subjective, something a

person holds to be true, and so may be resistant to change even in the face of conflicting

evidence (Buehl & Alexander, 2009).

Attitudes, beliefs, and values behind teamwork in the classroom include some essential

ideas, which are introduced in the Profile of Inclusive Teacher (European Agency for Special

Needs and Inclusive Education, 2012). Firstly, it is obvious that inclusive education requires

all teachers to work in teams. Diverse classes present different challenges for teachers,

as they try to be sure everyone is being challenged and learning the material. To do

this alone, can be a huge task for one teacher and there are great benefits to teachers

working with colleagues in a team. Traditionally, the teaching profession has been seen

as an individual profession (Canaran & Mirici, 2020), but now it should be seen more

as a team profession. Student teachers should also adopt this way of thinking during

their studies. Collaboration, partnerships, and teamwork are essential approaches for all

teachers and should be welcomed in all schools and classrooms. Moreover, collaborative

teamwork supports professional learning with and from other professionals. In this way, the

classroom is a learning organisation where each member learns from everyone and teaches

everyone (Kools & Stoll, 2016).

Sometimes tensions arise in teamwork, for example, between teachers and support staff

because there is insufficient time to co-plan and reflect (Dixon, 2003). Also, confusion

on training and the unclear role of support staff may complicate teaching practices.

Sometimes, for example, teaching assistants may not be included in staff meetings, and

their work may be ignored in briefings and policy documents (Wilson & Bedford, 2008).

The culture of inclusion and teamwork in the school needs to be broad, including all staff,

and led by the senior leaders in the school (Wilson & Bedford, 2008). Teamwork needs

effective communication, with the benefits resulting in a consistent approach for children

in the school (Ward et al., 2021). Teachers act as reflective practitioners (Jay & Johnson,

2002). They analyse their work and develop their practice by assessing and then acting on

their own learning.

Teachers’ knowledge and understanding

According to the Profile of Inclusive Teachers (European Agency for Special Needs and

Inclusive Education, 2012), teamwork in the classroom requires some essential knowledge

and understanding including an idea of the value and benefits of collaborative work with

other teachers and educational professionals.

Teacher education should develop student teachers’ theoretical understanding and

provide opportunities for real life experiences about multi-professional work. There is a

need to become acquainted with support systems and structures available for further help,
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input and advice and multi-agency working models where teachers cooperate with other

experts and staff from a range of different disciplines. Also, understanding collaborative

teaching approaches is important, where a team approach involves teachers, learners

themselves, parents, peers, other school teachers, support staff, and finally, multi-

disciplinary team members, for example therapists and teachers should also be addressed

in teacher education. A common understanding of the language/terminology and basic

working concepts and perspectives of other professionals involved in education are crucial

for teachers: they need to have a common language when talking to each other about

student issues. Additionally, the power relations between different stakeholders should

be recognised and dealt with effectively in teacher education. In some situations, non-

teaching staff, for example, support teachers and teaching assistants, are not given a voice

and have less opportunities to contribute their knowledge to the classroom; but they may

have a lot of experience and a different and valuable perspective in contrast to teachers

(Mackenzie, 2011; O’Brien & Garner, 2001). Different types of knowledge exist and are useful

for improving learning (Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Explicit knowledge stems

from training courses, reading, and qualifications, whereas tacit knowledge comes from

experience, school systems, and the environment or culture. A joined-up team approach

draws on each person’s knowledge, sharing power, creating space, and opportunity for

voices that often go unheard (Nind, 2014; Parsons, 2021).

Teachers’ skills and abilities

Teamwork relies on teachers developing social skills, including relational skills, emotional

competency, diversity competency, intercultural competency and interaction (Metsäpelto

et al., 2021). Furthermore, generic competencies (for example information-processing

abilities), and affective and motivational competences (for example abilities to regulate

emotions) are fundamental teacher’s skills (Blömeke & Kaiser, 2017).

In the Profile of Inclusive Teachers (European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive

Education, 2012), essential skills and abilities related to teamwork in the classroom to

be developed during initial teacher education are introduced. The initial teacher education

should include implementing classroom leadership and management skills that facilitate

effective multiagency and team working. Student teachers need to be equipped for co-

teaching and working in flexible teaching teams. For teachers it is also necessary to

learn how to work as part of a school community and draw on the support of internal

and external resources. In the classroom they need preparation on how to build a class

community that is part of a wider school community. When thinking about the development

processes of schools, student teachers should have skills to contribute to whole school

evaluations, review and development processes and collaborative problem solving with

other professionals. Schools do not act alone, and therefore teachers are contributing

to wider school partnerships with other schools, community organisations and other
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educational organisations. Moreover, they need to be drawing on a range of verbal and non-

verbal communication skills to facilitate working cooperatively with other professionals.

In teacher education around the world, efforts have been made to define the key skills

of the teaching profession for many years. Teaching is a multidimensional and challenging

profession that demands expertise which is developed and renewed throughout initial

teacher education and the professional’s career. According to Desimone (2009), a teacher’s

development is a continuous process and includes changes in the teacher’s cognitive

and affective skills, used in teaching tasks and in adapting classroom practices. Ideally,

the core of teacher education includes skills that make a difference in the classroom

and promote student achievement (Hattie, 2009). The Multidimensional Adapted Process

model of teaching (MAP) (Figure 1) describes the key competence domains perceived

to be critical for the teaching profession and depicts them as a comprehensive teacher

competence model (Metsäpelto et al., 2021).

Figure 1:

The MAP model is based on Blömeke and colleagues’ (2015) model, which divides (1)

the competence related to the efficient performance of the teacher’s work, (2) the individual

knowledge and skills underlying and enabling effective teaching, and (3) the situational

skills to perceive, interpret and make decisions in teaching and learning situations. The

MAP model outlines a teacher’s successful work performance (competence) and the

critical knowledge and skills that enable and promote it (competencies) and thus aims

towards a more comprehensive understanding of the key skills of teachers’ work and their

development at different career stages. In the MAP model, there are five core competencies

of teachers: cognitive thinking skills, knowledge base of teaching and learning, social skills,

personal orientations, and professional wellbeing (Metsäpelto et al., 2021). In the model, the

ultimate goal of teacher activity is teacher effectiveness at the students’ level, in students’
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learning, motivation and well-being. As Berliner (2001; see also Klassen & Kim, 2018) has

stated, some attributes thought to be included in teacher competence, are specific to the

educational environment and to the cultural, social, and task-specific context, while some

other attributes are universal.

Dimension 2: The Meaning of Context

Teamwork is shaped by the context in which teachers work.

Like bioecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), the classroom teacher

is situated in a classroom. This classroom is situated in a school and the school is situated

in a regional and national context. At every level, the context influences what happens

in the classroom. The chronosystem describes those changes that happen over time.

Additionally, the bidirectional interaction between different levels, i.e. the relationship

between classroom and whole school or whole school and region, also influences the way

in which teachers work in their own classrooms.

Figure 2:
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The classroom can be thought of as the microsystem. The teacher plans, delivers and

evaluates each lesson. They can potentially work as a team with other teachers, student

teachers, teaching assistants or external therapists who come into the classroom.

The classroom is situated in the school, the mesosystem. Within the wider school, there

may be requirements to ensure each teacher communicates with other teachers in the

same year group or education phase.

The regional or local school board can be considered the exosystem. Schools may

be grouped together in local areas, or regional school boards/municipalities may provide

guidance or regulations for local schools. This could also include parents and families, and

external professionals working with the school.

The regional school board or municipality sits within the national system of education,

which can be thought of as the macrosystem. The macrosystem includes national
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education policies, including the curriculum and staffing structures which will influence

how teamwork can happen in your school. There may be a shortage of types of school

staff; for example, specialist subject teachers, special education teachers, support staff, or

healthcare professionals who work in the classroom.

This macrosystem is situated in the chronosystem as changes in policies and procedures

happen over time; for example, when a new government is elected.

Some national education policies are very broad, and others narrow. For example, a

broad national curriculum provides an overview of each subject area and flexibility and

autonomy for individual schools or teachers to plan, deliver and assess their schemes of

work and lessons. However, in other countries, the national curriculum is prescriptive with

specific textbooks identified for areas of the curriculum and standardised assessments for

all pupils. Similarly, staffing structures vary from country to country. For example, in one

country a classroom could have one teacher and three assistants for 30 children. Whereas

in other countries, a classroom may only have one teacher for 30 children.

At each contextual level, there are several factors to address. Table 1 provides some

practical examples from different school systems and contexts considering the members

of the team and the way in which this level might influence teamwork in the classroom.

Table 1:
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Bioecological
system

Education
level

Authority/
responsibility Considerations Practical examples from different

school systems

Microsystem Classroom

Lesson plans,
delivery of
lessons,

evaluation
and

assessment

Potential/
actual

members of
the team in the

classroom

A teacher and a special education
teaching assistant (TA) work in the
same classroom. The teacher asks

the TA how to differentiate the
learning for a group of children
with special educational needs.

They then plan the lesson together
as a team.

Mesosystem School
Schemes of

work, phases
of education

Other
classrooms in
the year group
or education

stage

In a school, there are three classes
in grade 5. Each class has one
teacher and no additional staff.
The class teachers want to work
as a team but are not able to do
this in each classroom. So, they

meet outside the classrooms and
plan a series of lessons on a topic.

Each teacher then delivers the
lessons independently in their own

classroom. After the series of
lessons is finished, the teachers

meet again to evaluate the scheme
of work.

Exosystem

School
board/

regional
education

body

Regional
variations on

national
policy

Partnerships
between

schools within
a region

Although the national education
policy allows solo teaching or
co-teaching, a regional school

board wants to promote
co-teaching and introduces a

policy that all schools in their area
must incorporate co-teaching in

the school. Each school then
organises the classrooms to

enable co-teaching to happen.

Macrosystem
National

education
policy

Curriculum,
standardised
assessments,

staffing
policies,

initial teacher
training

requirements

Required
qualifications/
professional
standards for

education
professionals

or external
professionals
e.g. therapists

The national policy for children
with special educational needs
requires a child with an IEP to

receive individual support within
the classroom. The class teacher
has 5 children with IEPs within the
classroom who are supported by
two classroom assistants. There

are now three staff members in the
classroom who can work as a

team.

Chronosystem Changes
over time

New
governments,

education
minister

Introduction
and

management
of new policies
and curricula

A new government is elected and
changes the education policy

which increases or decreases the
number of staff in each school and

each classroom.

There are many ways in which teamwork can operate in the classroom, depending on the

context and the members of the team. Three examples follow, exploring co-teaching, pupils’

voice, and collaborations.
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Co-teaching methods and forms of collaboration

One important example about teamwork in the classroom in a practical way could be co-

teaching, which is a practice where two or more teachers (class and/or support teachers)

plan, teach and assess together for a group of students. According to Friend and Cook

(2007), there are six types of co-teaching methods for working in teams, where big triangles

are teachers and small triangles are students (Figures 3-8 created by authors), but it is

important to use the approach that most effectively meets the needs of the students in a

specific context:

Figure 3:

One teaches, one observes.

One teaches, one observes: one teacher conducts the lesson, while the other simply

observes students’ learning processes and collects different kinds of data which have been

determined in advance.

Figure 4:
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One teaches, one assists.

One teaches, one assists: one teacher teaches a full group lesson, while the other teacher

roams and helps individual students, often providing additional support for learning or

behaviour management.

Figure 5:

Parallel teaching

Parallel teaching: the team splits the class into two groups and each teacher teaches the

same information at the same time to a smaller group.

Figure 6:
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Alternative teaching

Alternative teaching: one teacher instructs most of the class and the other teacher

teaches an alternate or modified version of the lesson to a smaller group of students.

Figure 7:

Station teaching

Station teaching: the class is divided into three or more groups, where students rotate

through the stations, while the teachers teach the same material in different ways to each

group; if there are more stations than teachers, at least one will focus on independent work

or practice opportunities, while the others may be managed by students.

Figure 8:
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Team teaching

Team teaching: both teachers are in the room at the same time but take turns teaching

the whole class, like co-presenters.

Co-planning for positive collaboration

Co-planning is one of the three co-teaching phases. It is really important because it

represents the starting point of the process. Teachers have to plan collaboratively (co-plan)

because co-teaching is not possible if one teacher handles the planning alone (Shumway

et al., 2011). Initially it is not easy, because the collaboration could be influenced by the

number of students in the class, pupils individualised or personalised needs, the additional

work and time needed, teachers’ flexibility, their relationships and their interpersonal

communication skills (Cramerotti & Cattoni, 2015).

There are some important aspects for co-planning to be considered. Firstly, the roles and

responsibilities for teachers before, during and after each lesson need to be discussed.

These would include who does what, when, where and with whom. Secondly, expectations

about the lesson structure and the rules for the class need to be agreed to ensure

consistency in the classroom. Thirdly, teaching skills, tools, and methods to apply in the

classroom need to be agreed. Finally, important documents, such as reports, tables, and

tools for working together, need to be prepared and completed. Teachers should co-plan

with short, regular meetings, in order to have a common approach to the delivery of

the teaching and learning process. The team need to agree on the goals, the learning

process and individual needs of students, the teaching methods and lesson structures, the

different activities for a variety of groups and single students, and the evaluation methods

(Cramerotti & Cattoni, 2015).

Co-planning introduces diversity into the planning and delivery of teaching, as staff

members share best knowledge and practice, and increases representation of people from
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different cultures, backgrounds, and perspectives. This reflects the wide range of students

with different needs and backgrounds. A more inclusive classroom is developed as co-

planning between teachers, and of course between teachers and other specialists, enables

a multi-disciplinary view of pupils’ needs and helps to develop effective interventions. Each

staff member brings a diversity of skills and resources ensuring that each student receives

the support they need. In addition to this, collaboration between teachers can serve as

an example to students of cooperation, empathy, and appreciation of diversity, fostering

inclusive thinking.

Co-assessment for teamwork.

Co-assessment covers two different concepts. On the one hand, the teachers need to

evaluate their lessons, actively discussing and sharing their ideas and practices

(Conderman & Hedin, 2012). This might include self-evaluating the teaching and then

revising some of the activities. On the other hand, teachers also need to assess the learning

of pupils, including their engagement in the lesson and their completion of the learning

outcomes.

Assessment might involve collecting multiple sources of information in which each teacher

shares data providing different types of information about students’ progress

(multidimensionality) (Ghedin, Aquario & Di Masi, 2013). It could also be done using a

participative approach to assessment with students themselves (self-evaluation).

Deidda and Silvestro (2015) provide some sample questions for self-evaluation in teams:

• How were the time schedules for planning respected?

• How did pupils react to the proposed activities?

• What effective forms of communication were used?

• List any social skills needing to be reinforced or taught.

• Describe how co-teaching is effective.

• How were the goals achieved?

• Identify any problems that occurred during the lesson. How were they managed?

The inclusion of students’ and pupils’ voice

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNESCO, 1989) introduced

Article 12 in 1989: the right for children and youth to take part in decision-making processes

that affect them. As a consequence, starting from the 1990s, educational research has

given a central role to students’ voice. One particular aspect that has been considered and

discussed in educational research is strictly connected with the idea of having a voice

and of expressing it as a right, since school and education highly affects children and

youth. In this conceptualisation, the word ‘voice’ goes beyond the understanding of voice

in terms of sound and information; it stands for presence, participation and the power
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of the individual being (Cook-Sather, 2006). The Student Voice approach in educational

research simply means listening to students and taking into account their opinions in

order to consider their point of view in research and in changes for education policies.

In the field of inclusive education this issue is particularly relevant as it makes research

methods more participative and inclusive. It is also very demanding because it requires data

collection instruments that can give voice to all students, including disabled students, in a

reliable way. Pupil voice has become increasingly important in educational research at an

international level, but it can only be authentic if pupils feel free to express their opinions

and point of view. The reliability of student voice is also connected with a participatory

culture that creates a positive context for expression. Students should be encouraged to

participate in debates and to explain their opinions (Fielding, 2004). There is also the issue

that students may have something to say, and their contribution is useful for the whole

teaching–learning process, but they do not know how to proceed and their opinions remains

excluded (Rudduck & Fielding, 2006). For this reason, work has to be done within the school

context so that it is seen as a supportive environment for participation, enhancing the

quality of research based on students’ voices. The Lundy Model of Participation provides

a framework for best practice guiding the participation of children and young people in

decision-making (Lundy, 2007). The key principles include Space (providing a safe space in

which children can speak up and share their views), Voice (facilitating the sharing of views

by children), Audience (ensuring that children’s views are heard by decision-makers), and

Influence (ensuring that children’s views are acted on where appropriate). The Lundy Model

can be used by any educational setting to guide the development of pupils’ voices.

The Montessori approach is an important and concrete example of giving voice to

students. This consists of inclusive teaching that respects the individual in their learning,

with an environment organised in such a way that the individual pupil can direct their

learning, based on their interests, preferred methods, and the time needed to complete the

tasks. The Montessori approach provides pupils with the space to take an active role in

their learning. For the first six years of age, the materials are mainly sensory, i.e. they allow

children to gain appropriate knowledge by actively experiencing phenomena (touching,

moving, interlocking, classifying, etc.), while for the following six years, an attempt is made

to offer a school environment that responds to the curiosity of boys and girls, to their desire

to understand the world, encouraging social participation and opportunities for individual

and collective commitments aimed at empowerment (Caprara, 2022). The educational

context makes it possible for the pupil to choose a task on which to concentrate and to

choose the method of learning; either independently or by collaborating with small groups

of classmates. The teacher then devotes their time to observing the class, facilitating

the learning for each pupil, providing an educational context characterised by movement,

freedom of choice, collaborative work, and self-determination of each pupils’ learning goals

(Caprara, 2022).
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Teachers’ collaboration with other educational professionals

One of the teacher’s most natural co-workers is the support teacher or teaching assistant.

The teacher and the teaching assistant can plan, implement, and evaluate the teaching

together and share the responsibilities of the teaching process. Of course, the main

responsibility for teaching is always with the teacher, but the teaching assistant is an

essential part of teaching a diverse group, as they can be responsible for certain pupils or

groups (Groom, 2006). The teacher must recognise the assistant’s tacit knowledge: they

often have a lot of experience with pupils and know their strengths and challenges very well

and so are a real expert in teaching and learning situations (Greenway & Edwards, 2020).

Additionally, when teachers and assistants work together in a team, they bring multiple

views and attitudes, which might positively challenge those currently holding negative

perspectives (Greenway & Edwards, 2020).

Teachers also emphasise the importance of multidisciplinary teams in the classroom

(Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011). To support children with particular special educational

needs, classroom teams may also include therapists; for example, physiotherapists, speech

therapists and occupational therapists (Lindsay et al., 2014). The benefits of these

multidisciplinary teams are that both educational and health-related perspectives can

inform the teaching and learning activities in the classroom. A range of strategies and

advice can be considered from these different perspectives. Additionally, each professional

has their own relationship with the child and can consider how best to support a child

in a variety of activities (Lindsay et al., 2014). Therapists can participate in lessons, lead

individual tasks, or contribute to joint training with the pupil they support. Equally, the

therapist does not always have to work one-to-one with the pupil; seeing the pupil with their

peers can broaden the therapist’s perspective in the learning process (Richardson, 2002).

The challenges of teamwork in the classroom

One of the challenges for teamwork is finding the time and space to meet, particularly if

you have a busy teaching schedule, considering that teamwork will almost certainly involve

an increase in additional work at the beginning (Hestenes et al., 2009). Finding space could

also be problematic if classrooms are small in the school where co-teaching-methods could

be implemented. Having a regular planning session, even an hour each week with your co-

teacher, will help teachers to get started in co-teaching. Co-teaching may initially require

more time than planning and teaching alone, but over time, as experience is gained and

teachers get to know each other better, the need for planning is likely to decrease. No one

can be forced to co-teach, and each teacher must be able to do their job in the way that suits

them best. However, positive, and effective models of co-teaching can encourage even the

most sceptical teacher to give it a try (Cramerotti & Cattoni, 2015).

There might also be challenges to do with your context; whether colleagues in your

classroom, school or system want to work in teams, what attitudes your colleagues have
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towards each other, or what skills each person has. One particular issue might be teachers’

fear of losing autonomy and responsibility in the classroom (York et al., 2007). Additionally,

teachers may feel under scrutiny by their peers and anxious about other teachers’

perceptions of their approach or competence (York et al., 2007). In order to overcome this

challenge, initially, the important thing is to understand why a colleague may not want to

co-teach. Rather than making assumptions, ask them what they think the positives and

negatives are with co-teaching. If they can only see problems, prompt them to think of any

benefits, or suggest some yourself, for example, diversity of approaches. You may even

start by explaining that you want to develop your own teaching and so are keen to work with

others. You may be able to use examples of how a colleague seems to have very positive

lessons with a certain student that you find more difficult to teach, and vice versa.

Resolving differences could present obstacles if teams have very different ideas and

practices to share. Conflicts between teachers might be difficult to resolve and if there is

confusion about the roles of each team member, it may hinder decision-making (Canaran

& Mirici, 2020). This is where it can be helpful to clearly identify each person’s role in

the planning, delivery, and assessment of the learning. Additionally, it is good to identify

practices that both teachers use and incorporate those to start with, before adding in more

individual practices once trust has been established.

The benefits and importance of teamwork in the classroom

However, one of the benefits of teamwork is that it brings together different perspectives

and different experiences taken from everyday practice. Teachers can then reflect on and

evaluate their own practice (Boud & Hagar, 2012; Doppenberg et al., 2012) and build

capacity, which tends to show longer-term results (Stoll et al., 2006; Vrieling et al., 2016;

Wenger, 1998). There is evidence to show that teamwork for teachers can enable them to

develop innovative teaching pedagogies, for example working in small groups, and improve

teachers’ job satisfaction and self-efficacy (European Commission, 2013).

Another benefit is that pupils see and hear different types of teaching – different

explanations, different activities – which can help their learning, meet their different

learning styles, and enhance their social development (Murawski & Swanson, 2001; Sapon-

Shevin, 2003). Over time, teamwork can also help teachers to share the workload, for

example, creating resources and developing lesson plans, and reduce the time that each

teacher spends on preparation.

Local contexts
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An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=157#h5p-1

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• What attitudes, knowledge or skills do you need to develop for teamwork?

• Thinking about your context, what are the challenges for you in participating in

teamwork in the classroom? How could you overcome the challenges?

• What do you see as the three greatest benefits for inclusive education from working in

a team?
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“PLEASE, DON´T SIT ON MY SHOULDER” -
FROM NEO-LIBERAL TO EMANCIPATORY
PERSPECTIVES: SHIFTING LANDSCAPES IN
THE ROLES OF TEACHING AND PERSONAL
ASSISTANTS
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One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=451#oembed-1

Example Case My Desire for Independence and the Need for Support: Finding the Right

Balance

“Don’t sit on my shoulder”

“I am a wheelchair user. Increasingly, I have found that I need to balance the support I receive

from my Personal Assistant (PA) with the need to build friendship in my own right. For

example, on a recent night out for a colleague’s retirement, I required support to attend this

event from my PA. Of course my PA was involved in some of the social interactions during the

evening, but it was important for me to mix and interact with colleagues on my own. This is my

preference, and I always make it clear when recruiting staff. It is important for me that my PA

is present but not ‘sitting on my shoulder’. However, from the point of view of the PA, this can

be hard to manage, especially if they are used to working with a variety of people who may

have complex needs or if they are used to working in a residential environment and move to

supporting someone to live independently in their own home.”
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Dr Danielle Farrel, Managing Director Your Options Understood (Y.O.U.), UK

Initial questions

This chapter sets out to provide an overview of Teaching Assistants and Personal

Assistants. In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What is a Personal Assistant and Teaching Assistant?

2. What roles and tasks does a Personal Assistant and Teaching Assistant undertake?

3. How are they employed?

4. What qualifications, education and training do they have?

5. How can they positively influence social integration?

6. How is the relationship with other professionals or the person they assist

characterised?

7.

Introduction to Topic

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the role of Personal Assistants (PAs) and Teacher

Assistants (TAs) in supporting people with disabilities in their daily lives. Since 1994,

Maher and Vickerman (2018) refer to the Salamanca Statement which “expressly entreated

national governments to ‘adopt as a matter of law or policy the principle of inclusive

education, enrolling all children in regular schools” (UNESCO). Since then, inclusion

principles have been reinforced by a number of global and European policies such as the

Dakar Statement (Maher & Vickerman, 2018) and United Nations Educational, Scientific and

Cultural Organisation (UNESCO, 2009) through Policy Guidelines on Inclusion in Education.

Significantly, this topic is enshrined within the United Nations Convention on the Rights of

People with Disabilities (UNCRPD) which provides a comprehensive framework to protect

and promote the rights of people with disabilities and highlights several key rights. Article 9

stipulates that measures should be put in place to ensure accessibility by removing barriers

that hinder full participation in society for persons with disabilities. Article 19 requires
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the provision of appropriate support services, including personal assistance, to enable

individuals with disabilities to live a full life in the community and exercise their autonomy.

Finally, Article 24 recognises a right of access to persons with disabilities to education on

an equal basis with others. Hence, the provision of inclusive education, with reasonable

accommodations and supports, is necessary to facilitate the effective education of persons

with additional needs (United Nations, 2006).

This chapter begins by providing a brief overview of the context for employing TAs

and PAs. We then proceed to examine the role of TAs and PAs in supporting persons

with disabilities in their daily lives and in educational settings. Next, we endeavour to

define the roles, discuss associated terminology and provide an overview of the respective

responsibilities associated with both roles. Additionally, we explore how teachers and

assistants engage and interact with each other in various settings. Further, we discuss

supports that are in place to help Personal/Teacher Assistants (P/TAs) and their employers

as well as the influence P/TAs can have on peer relations and social integration. Finally,

recommendations for the future are discussed.

At times, the topic is discussed within the context of a few specific countries namely, the

UK (Scotland in particular), Ireland and Germany. Beside scientific contents, you will find in

the chapter several case studies which illustrate the contents and provide a deeper insight

into the perspective of the self-advocates. Most case studies were written by one of the

authors of the chapter, Danielle Farell.

Description of structural disadvantages and how to address or
prevent them

While there are several structural disadvantages, we have chosen two very significant

disadvantages on the recommendation of self-advocates, both of which have received little

attention in research so far. Firstly, we discuss the influence of TAs and PAs on social

integration, and secondly we focus on the relationship between TAs and PAs.

Structural disadvantage 1: The Influence of TAs/PAs on Social Integration

Social integration of people with disabilities is limited. Many suffer from social exclusion

and discrimination, despite the UNCRPD’s existence in many countries which supports/

emphasises? greater participation. On the one hand, TAs and PAs can positively support

people/pupils with disabilities to participate in social life, however, they can also influence

social integration negatively (see Case Study 1). The term social integration has no single

definition. Indeed, social integration, social inclusion and social participation are often used

interchangeably while social integration as a term is variously defined (Koster et al., 2009).

In this section, we employ the definition from Stinson and Antia (1999) discusses the
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importance of social integration in relation to peer acceptance and friendship, and view peer

interaction as an essential factor in social integration.

Social integration of students with TAs in regular classroom

In general, studies indicate that the social position of students with special needs is

particularly poor when educated in a regular classroom. Often, they are less accepted and

less popular than their classmates without special needs, and consequently make fewer

friends (Banks, McCoy and Frawley, 2018; Saddler, 2014). It is important to notice that pupils

with SEN are a heterogenous group. Therefore, peer relations can differ according to the

type of special needs (Koster et al., 2009). Nevertheless, it is important to examine how

social integration of students can be improved if a TA is involved.

Influence of a TA on social integration

We will now explore the influence of teaching assistants on social interaction. There is

a paucity of research in this area and outcomes also vary across studies. Furthermore,

previous research has primarily focused on the influence of TAs on academic achievement

which generally suggests that TAs have a positive influence on students’ learning

achievement (Farrell et al., 2010; Saddler, 2014). Research on increased social integration

of students in Germany occurred through the promotion of social skills, peer contact and

peer interaction (Jerosenko, 2019). Additionally, supporting social behaviour was seen to

contribute to more social contacts (Schindler, 2019).

In contrast, however, Webster and de Boer (2021) contend that facilitating the inclusion of

pupils with learning difficulties can reduce interactions with teachers and peers and create

dependencies on TAs. Zauner and Zwosta (2014) studied the stigmatising effect of TAs on

students in Germany and found that most teachers did not recognise such effects (62%)

and failed to acknowledge the disturbance of other pupils by the presence of the TAs in the

classroom (72%). However, a significant proportion still see some stigmatising effects or

disturbances.

In terms of students with Profound Intellectual and Multiple Disabilities (PIMD), high-

quality interactions are crucial for their quality of life (Haakma et al., 2021). Due to their

profound special needs in terms of physical condition, mobility, health problems, sensory

impairments and non-verbal language, one-to-one teaching assistance is increasingly

important. Many PIMD students use Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC)

and therefore their interaction with peers differ. In a single case study, Schwarzenberg,

Melzer and Penczek (2016) found that peers often use several communication strategies

to interact with the PIMD student who uses AAC. They accepted the student, and some

made friends with the student. Additionally, Haakma et al. (2021) revealed that TAs tried to

facilitate interactions between peers and PIMD students. For example, some TAs adjusted

the student’s position by taking a student out of their wheelchair and placing them on

364 | “PLEASE, DON´T SIT ON MY SHOULDER” - FROM NEO-LIBERAL TO EMANCIPATORY PERSPECTIVES: SHIFTING
LANDSCAPES IN THE ROLES OF TEACHING AND PERSONAL ASSISTANTS



the ground among a group of playing students. However, even if the TAs attempted to

facilitate interactions between students with PIMD and peers, these interactions were often

unsuccessful. This represents how difficult it is for TAs to initiate and influence peer

interaction positively.

Negative Effects linked to Social Integration of Students with SEN and a TA

Several studies point to the negative effects linked to social integration of students with

SEN. Giangreco et al. (2005) outline five negative effects: firstly, students with a TA are

often seated apart from peers in a corner of a classroom; secondly, students become

dependent on support from the TA and are unable to participate without the TA. Thirdly, TAs

disturb peer interactions by establishing a physical or symbolic barrier for peers. Fourthly,

the TA and the student have a very close relationship by virtue of doing everything together,

hence other teachers and peers may be excluded. Finally, students feel stigmatised due to

the continuous presence of the TA. Similar findings were identified by Sharma and Salend

(2016) which found that TAs often taught SEN pupils separately in individual and small

groups, thus spending less time in the classroom with fewer peer interactions. Furthermore,

the constant presence of TAs and the delivery of separate instruction also limited student

interactions. Students with a TA can be perceived by their peers as different and dependent,

which can lead to stigmatisation. For example, Jerosenkos (2019) stated that the presence

of TAs was increasing students’ dependence and impeding the child’s interactions with

classmates.

How can TAs positively influence social integration?

In light of these findings, how can TAs positively influence peer interaction and social

integration? Firstly, awareness of the roles and responsibilities of TAs in schools should

be improved. This includes reflections on roles and responsibilities of TAs which may

lead to shifts in responsibilities. Teams should reflect on whether a TA is needed in each

situation and the benefit of TAs in specific situations (Giangreco et al., 2005). For instance,

Highton (2017) interviewed six TAs and found that the frequency and intensity of peer

interactions depended on how the assistants fulfilled their role and how they interacted

with the students. If they act in a very dominant, instructive and regulatory way, interactions

were prevented. If they acted as so-called “coaches” and offered support to help students

in solving their conflicts themselves, peer interaction and friendships can develop over the

long term.

In terms of participation, it is important to activate and strengthen the child’s voice.

In other words, students themselves should be more involved in deciding what support

they need. In the majority of the studies, teachers and assistants were interviewed whilst

the student’s perspective was not considered. Schools need to establish a culture of

collaboration within classrooms. Hence, strengthening collaboration between general and
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special educators, building capacity in general education, and increasing reliance on natural

supports is recommended (Giangreco et al., 2005). In addition, natural support should be

considered whereby peers can be more involved in supporting the disabled peer with a TA

as peer supporters.

Finally, parental perspectives are examined in terms of how TAs may be best deployed

for their children and if their views are consistent with the effective use of TAs in inclusive

classrooms (Sharma and Salend, 2016). Parents should be asked why they want support

for their child, and how best this support can be offered. These perspectives can then be

considered in the deployment of TAs.

The Influence of Personal Assistants on Social Integration

A PA can support people with disabilities to participate in everyday life. However, this can

lead to people with disabilities becoming dependent on the PA. and thereby precluding

them from making friends and being part of a group (see Case 5). For example, Wadensten

and Ahlström (2009) found that PAs can enable the establishment of close relationships,

social interaction, company, and a community spirit through activities in, and outside, of

the home. Some participants reported that their PAs have a social function where they felt

they had new people to interact with and therefore felt less lonely. That said, PAs described

“difficulties of being in a subordinate position” (Ahlström and Wadensten, 2012, p. 112) even

if they expressed satisfaction with their work. Some reported feeling lonely and missed the

work community. They also felt that they have a lack of control in unstructured work and

experienced stress with too much responsibility. The majority reported a need for more

education (Ahlström and Wadensten, 2012).

How can the balance between support and independence be strengthened?
Toward cooperative models of living and working together

When a person with disabilities relies on support from a PA to assist them with social

interactions, it is crucial that the PA enables the disabled person to develop their own

identity and build their own relationships. The PA’s role is fundamental in this instance,

particularly if the disabled person has a high level of support needs. Nevertheless, the PA’s

role must be balanced by enabling the supported person to spend time with their peers,

family members and colleagues, and allowing others to build a relationship with the person

who requires support, as opposed to building a relationship with them and their PA.

Maskos (2014) criticises that in today’s discourse of self-determination, an emancipatory

perspective is missing, in which disability, illness and dying are an integral part of life.

People are dependent on each other, in varying degrees, including people with disabilities.

Therefore, it is necessary to consider how life can be shaped with, and in, these

dependencies, rather than requiring that all dependencies be overcome. More cooperative

models of living and working together are needed.
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Structural disadvantage 2: Relationships between teachers and TAs and
between a self-employer and a PA

Relationships play an important role in dealing with the support of people/students with

disabilities through PAs or TAs. Relationships, even if professional in nature, are rarely

conflict-free, and various factors, such as different roles and responsibilities, influence

relationships. In the field of education, there are several professional relationships, such as

the relationship between teachers and TAs. The central question is how to work together

in a team? The same question can be applied to the relationship between a person with a

disability and a PA.

Team Relationships between Teachers and TAs

Many professionals, such as social workers, therapeutic professionals (e.g., speech

therapists, learning therapists), as well as TAs are increasingly working in tandem with

teachers in schools (Serke and Streese, 2022). The research indicates there is a need

for teachers to improve their work with TAs (Jackson et al., 2021). In an international

systematic review of 26 studies, Jackson (2021) examines the teachers’ perspective of

their work with TAs and identified four key themes including; roles and responsibilities,

planning and pedagogy, leadership, and interpersonal relationships.

Firstly, the role of a TA, and the expectations associated with the role, cause tensions in

TA-teacher relationships. According to Butt and Lowe (2012), teachers and TAs perceive

the role differently, and in some instances, teachers are not certain about what level of

responsibility TAs should be given.

A second issue, related to the respective roles, concerns the nature of the working

relationship between SNAs and teachers. This has been described in terms of collaboration,

partnership and teamwork which implies joint planning and problem solving (Logan, 2006).

Yet, there seems to be a lack of awareness around the real benefits associated with

collaborative planning and indeed in most jurisdictions, time for such planning is often

limited (Jackson et al., 2021). Interestingly, Logan’s research found that 70% of SNAs

perceived that teachers did in fact involve them in planning, whilst by comparison, only 53%

of teachers felt they involved the SNA in planning. That said, 85% of teachers felt it was

appropriate to do so. Relatedly, teachers are often challenged in understanding whether or

not a TA has the capability to assume a pedagogical role, which is often associated with

the level of qualification the TA holds. In sum, it could be construed that the provision of

time, and awareness building around how and why to engage in planning, may support the

development of enhanced collaborative partnership towards better overall provision for the

children in their care.

A third theme associated with relationships is that of teacher leadership. Teachers need

to assume a leadership role but often lack the requisite knowledge and skill. Jackson et

al. (2021) concludes that: “Teachers need to view themselves as leaders of TAs. They

“PLEASE, DON´T SIT ON MY SHOULDER” - FROM NEO-LIBERAL TO EMANCIPATORY PERSPECTIVES: SHIFTING
LANDSCAPES IN THE ROLES OF TEACHING AND PERSONAL ASSISTANTS | 367



should be involved in recruitment, supervision, and training of TAs yet they need time and

supervisory training themselves to learn and hone this skill” (p. 83).

Finally, it has been found that interpersonal relationships between TAs and teachers have

been influenced by differences in status, working conditions (Jardi et al., 2022), and school

type (Blatchford et al., 2009). Degrees of co-operation are also associated with certainty

about one’s own role, which in turn affects levels of job satisfaction for TAs (Blatchford et

al., 2009).

How can the relationship between a TA and teachers be supported?

Jardí et al. (2022) examined how effective interpersonal partnerships are built. Findings

show that having a close affinity with each other, open communication, a sense of

belonging, professional compatibility, interpersonal treatment, and trust are equally

important. Contextual factors, such as employment conditions, supervision, and

administrative support, were less important. They concluded that: “Building a partnership

is reported to be a long-term pathway, it is a process that should be purposefully fostered

and adjusted through time” (Jardi et al., 2022, p. 8). TAs and teachers need time to get to

know and understand each other to ensure collaborative and supportive attitudes. A sense

of belonging and the perception of being welcomed are more important for TAs than for

teachers. Above all, TAs want to feel respected and valued by teachers.

A recurring theme in the literature is the promotion of effective teamwork. Three specific

models have been developed around this (Vincett, Cremin and Thomas, 2005). The Room

Management Model (RMM) requires that all adults in the room are given a clear role;

the Zoning Model refers to a system of classroom management where adults take

responsibility for different zones in the classroom. In the Reflective Teamwork Model (RTM),

the participants receive training in skills based on teamwork, with a particular emphasis

on effective communication. Additionally, the teacher and the TA are asked to plan and

review their teaching sessions in equal collaboration daily (Vincett et al., 2005). According

to O’Brien (2010), the RTMl was favoured by participants as it improved communication,

developed more positive working relationships, and supported role clarification.

Jackson et al. (2021) concluded that “teachers who are aware of the delineation between

their roles and responsibilities and those of TAs may be more likely to implement more

equitable and inclusive models of student support” (p. 76). Clearly, all of these point to the

need for a redefinition of tasks, roles and responsibilities in addition to a strengthening of

structures towards the enhancement of cooperation and collaboration (Serke and Streese,

2022).

1.2.3 Potential challenges of changing roles

A potential challenge for students leaving school is the transition from teaching assistant

to personal assistant. Here, it is important to consider how students can be accompanied

during the role change and, if necessary, how this can be prepared for in the long term
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at school by consciously addressing the process and gradually giving the student more

responsibility for guiding the assistant. A gradual transition from assisting the teacher

to assisting the pupil can help prepare young people with disabilities for their role as

employers.

Relationship between PAs and self-employed / Person with disability –
towards more awareness

Despite the fact that PAs play an important role in the lives of people with disabilities, the

relationship between PAs and self-employed persons with disabilities is delicate. “There

exists, therefore, a disjunction between the ideal image of PA as a commercial relationship

free from emotional dilemmas, and a disparate literature charting moral dilemmas and

interpersonal conflict within PA relationships” (Porter et al., 2022, p. 632). Porter et al.

(2022) reported challenges that PAs faced under three different headings: 1) practical

trouble, for example in working conditions and management style; 2) personal trouble, for

instance, conflicts because of different personalities or different values; and 3) proximal

trouble, for example socio-spatial proximity of a PA. A major area of tension is where the

person with a disability is both an employer and an expert in his or her own life, whilst

at the same time, is existentially dependent on his or her employees. For example, it can

be difficult for the person with disabilities to criticise their PA if, at the same time, they

are existentially dependent on the PA. The PA has an intimate insight into the life of the

person giving the work, while at the same time being an employee. This tension between

the employer’s dependence on the employee must always be reflected upon and dealt with

professionally (Kasper and Zuber, 2023).

PAs must be aware that their place of work is often within a private home. People with

disabilities and their families may feel uncomfortable with having strangers in their home

(Porter et al., 2022). Conflicts can arise due to different attitudes and perceptions. In this

context, PAs need, among other things, a high degree of attentiveness and considerable

practice in expressing their own opinion but only when requested and in a restrained

manner. In addition, they should always critically reflect on their own behaviour with regard

to possible tendencies to influence the person receiving assistance. Furthermore, PAs

should always clarify and become aware of their current role (friend, assistant, advisor,

ambassador, bridge builder) (Kasper and Zuber, 2023).
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Key aspects

Historical Context for the Establishment of Personal Assistants and
Teaching Assistants

Personal Assistants – Independent Living Movement

The establishment of the PA role can be traced back to the so-called “Independent Living

Movement” in the 1960s and 1970s. In the USA and the UK, many people advocated

for people with disabilities to live independent lives within the community and not in

institutions. Experts and organisations in the field of special education and rehabilitation

have been partially replaced by a new paradigm, which was developed by people with

disabilities themselves (Barnes, 2014). The movement started in the early 1980s in

Germany with the slogan of “Selbstbestimmt-Leben-Bewegung” (self-determined living

movement) (Maskos, 2014). In many countries, this movement changed views on people

with disabilities from a medical or individual model to one of a social model of disability

(Barnes, 2014). In contrast to the medical model, where disability is seen as an individual

phenomenon, which is addressed with medical measures (Waldschmidt, 2005), the social

model of disability is seen as a ‘social problem’ (Barnes, 2014). Hence, disability is

understood as a social construct, created through discrimination and oppression. This

shifts the focus to society, rather than the individual (Degener, 2016).

Another model which emerged following the establishment of the Committee on the

Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) is the human rights model of disability (Degener,

2016). In this model, human rights cannot be invalidated by disability, but are taken for

granted. This contrasts with the social model, in that human rights could be partially denied

through attribution (Degener 2016). Personal assistance is well linked to the human rights

model of disability underpinned by the UNCRPD as it empowers people with disabilities

to live independently and receive community-based support. One primary goal of the

Independent Living Movement was deinstitutionalisation, i.e., the dissolution of institutions

for people with disabilities and the provision of assistance to enable people with disabilities

to exercise more control over their own lives, and live life to the fullest. PAs, which emerged

from this campaign, are perceived as a necessity to support people with disabilities,

affording them the same choices and control in their everyday lives that people without

disabilities take for granted (Maskos, 2014).

With this movement, there has been an undeniable shift in the landscape of social

care resulting in an upsurge in demand for PAs as more people with disabilities now

live in their own homes. Notwithstanding this trend, significant work has still to be done

as many people with disabilities still live in institutions (Maskos, 2014). To compound

matters, the UK and many other countries experienced a recruitment crisis (following the

Covid-19 pandemic) across all areas of social care. This has precipitated the need for

closer examination of the current provision of services. Consequently, in recent years, the
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UK reviewed adult social care services. In England, this review was conducted under the

Social Care Reform (Migration Advisory Committee, 2022) whilst the Scotland Government

conducted the independent Adult Social Care review (Feely, 2021) aimed at the

implementation of a National Care Service. Within this, there are plans for better working

conditions for employees in Social Care, including PAs, which in turn may address the

increasing demand for skilled people to fulfil these roles. In Ireland, a slower uptake with

‘personalisation’ is evident – this umbrella term is used to refer to people living with

disability who now have choice and control around their support. In implementing this

strategy, a similar approach is adopted in Scotland, whereby disabled individuals and

families living with disability are afforded options on how to allocate and spend their

budget. As a result, there has been an increase in demand for PAs. The same increase in

demand for PAs emerged in Germany in 2016 when the so-called Bundesteilhabegesetz

(BTHG) came into force. Up to 2023, four reform stages were implemented, which will

fundamentally change the law for people with disabilities. The aim is to implement the

UNCRPD to help people with disabilities to have more participation and individual self-

determination. To this end, services are no longer institution-centred but person-centred

(Bundesministerium für Arbeit und Soziales, 2016).

Before proceeding, it is important to distinguish between special educational needs

(SEN) and special education needs and disability. As the authors of this chapter are from

Ireland, the UK and Germany, both terms are used. The former – SEN – is defined within

Irish legislation to mean:

a person [who has]…, a restriction in the capacity […] to participate in and benefit

from education on account of an enduring physical, sensory, mental health or learning

disability, or any other condition which results in a person learning differently from

a person without that condition and cognate words shall be construed accordingly;

(Government of Ireland, 2004, p. 5)

In documentation from the UK, young people who have SEN may have a disability under

the Equality Act 2010:

…a physical or mental impairment which has a long-term and substantial adverse

effect on their ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities’…[]…This definition

includes sensory impairments such as those affecting sight or hearing, and long-term

health conditions such as asthma, diabetes, epilepsy, and cancer. Children and young

people with such conditions do not necessarily have SEN, but there is a significant

overlap between disabled children and young people and those with SEN. Where a

disabled child or young person requires special educational provision they will also be

covered by the SEN definition” (DofE & DofH, 2015, p. 16).

In the UK, the term Special Educational Needs and Disability is typically used as an

umbrella term, however, SEN usually applies to children with a specific learning difficulty

while a child with SEND may also have a diagnosed disability.
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The Emergence of Teaching/Special Needs Assistants in Education

In recent years, the increase in numbers of Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) coupled with

the provision of greater training opportunities, demonstrates the importance attached to

the development of this role. Between 1992 and 1996, there was a 56% increase in the

number of staff working in primary schools in England (Groom & Rose, 2005). Concurrently,

a commitment to inclusive policies in England resulted in an increase in the number of

pupils with Special Educational Needs (SEN) or Special Educational Needs and Disabilities

(SEND) attending mainstream schools (Maher & Vikerman, 2018). A similar development

can also be observed in Germany. Since Germany signed up to the UNCRPD in 2009,

inclusive education has been established in many federal states. Pupils with special needs

attend the mainstream school and, within this context, require support. This support is

offered by an increasing number of TAs (Sansour & Bernhard, 2018). However, in Germany,

the number of hours of special education teachers per student has decreased over the

last 30 years, while the number of hours provided by teaching assistants has increased

dramatically. Previously the education authority traditionally financed teaching hours,

whereas teaching assistants are now financed through the social welfare budget.

The role of the TAs has been identified as critical in the promotion of inclusive schooling.

Many students may not have been effectively managed in educational settings without the

support of these essential professionals. Indeed, Zhao, Rose and Shevlin (2021) found that

in Ireland, SNAs were considered crucial in delivering more inclusive learning environments.

However, whilst studies related to the German context highlight the importance of teaching

assistants, focus was placed predominantly on the characteristics of and structures for

Teaching Assistants within individual federal states, as opposed to examining the topic

across states (Lübeck & Demmer, 2022).

Terminology and Definition: Personal Assistant and Teaching
Assistant

In the field of disability, the term ‘assistance’ has become a contested term in recent years.

However, most are not aware of what assistance actually means in the context of people

with disabilities (Leuenberger, 2023). Across Europe, the terminology used to describe

individuals who assist people with additional needs varies from country to country, and

sometimes from state to state. Broadly speaking, there are two distinct terms, that is a PA

and a TA.

Defining Personal Assistance

A PA is a clearly defined term. The UN Committee (2017) clarifies this: “Personal assistance

means person-directed/user-directed human support for a person with disabilities and is

an instrument for self-determined living” (UNCRPD, 2017, p. ?). Personal assistance is not
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simply another word in the multitude of terms used to describe assistance services, but

is closely linked to the enabling of a self-determined life (Leuenberger, 2023). Therefore,

personal assistance has been defined by members of the independent living movement

as “a tool which allows for independent living” (Mladenov, 2020, p. 2). In Germany and

other German speaking countries, the terms “Assistenz” (Assistance) and “Persönliche

Assistenz” (Personal Assistant) are used (Leuenberger, 2023). In line with Irish policy, a

personal assistant is someone “employed by the person with a disability to enable them

to live an independent life. The personal assistant provides assistance, at the discretion

and direction of the person with the disability, thus promoting choice and control for the

person with the disability to live independently” (Buchanan, 2014, p. 12). These services are

generally provided to persons with physical and sensory disabilities. In contrast, persons

with disabilities over the age of 65 access the Home Support Service which provides home-

based supports, such as cleaning, cooking and sometimes personal care.

Defining Teacher Assistants

TA is generally used to describe support staff who assist pupils in schools. This may also

include higher-level teaching assistants (Saddler, 2014), while further afield, in Australia

and USA, TAs are also referred to as paraprofessionals, teacher aides, and paraeducators

(Sharma & Salend, 2016).

In the United Kingdom, TAs in educational settings can also be referred to as Learning

Support Assistants (LSAs) (Groom & Rose, 2005). In Ireland, TAs are known as SNAs and

provide schools with extra staff to support children who have additional and significant care

needs. Such assistance facilitates pupils’ attendance at school, fosters the development of

independent living skills and reduces disruption to teaching time for all pupils (DES, 2014).

In a comprehensive review of the role of SNAs, the National Council for Special Education

(NCSE) in Ireland recommended that SNAs “be re-named as Inclusion Support Assistants to

reflect their role in promoting independence and inclusion” (NCSE, 2018, p.7). This indicates

a shift from special needs terminology which some students find difficult. Zhao, Rose and

Shevlin (2021) confirm this redesignation in the terminology, and highlight their specific

care role which differs to the role and duties of the teacher.

It is important to note that these terms may vary from country to country and indeed

across regions, depending on local practices and policies. For example, in Germany, terms

differ across federal states. Defining a job title is still problematic today, as there are no

precise legal regulations on their roles. In addition to the term Schulbegleiter* (school

companion), terms such as “Schulassistenz” (school assistance), “Integrationshelfer*in”

(integration aide), and “Schulbegleiter*in” (school aide) are used. These terms refer to

individuals who support students with disabilities or additional needs in inclusive

classrooms (Dworschak, 2010). Progressive states (such as Bremen) are currently testing

solutions in which school assistants are not assigned to individual children, but rather are
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available to the class as a pool offer (Vanier, 2024) and subsequently support different

children as required.

Responsibilities Carried out by Personal Assistants

PAs are individuals who support a person with a disability to live an independent life (Self-

Directed Support Scotland, 2021). The role of the PA emerged from the Independent Living

Movement (see Chapter 4.1.1 and 5.1). The person with disabilities directs how tasks

should be completed by the PA. A PA does not generally assist with making decisions or

choices but rather assists the person with a disability in meeting identified outcomes. The

key difference between a PA and a paid carer/support worker is that the PA is accountable

to their person with disability who is their employer, who, in turn, is responsible for the

welfare and safety of the PA, as well as their conditions of employment (Self-Directed

Support Scotland, 2021). The case below provides an insight into the role of a PA:

Case Study 1: My Role as a Personal Assistant

“It’s a job that is as varied and interesting as the human experience can be”

I’ve worked as a PA for a few different people over several years, and each job is as individual

as that person is. Essentially my job is to support a person with disabilities to live

independently. I support them with whatever they might need, anything from attending

birthday parties to after-school clubs, holidays or work trips, support to run a business, to

perform in theatres, do homework, write an article, or just to get on with their daily lives at

home. The job can involve varying degrees of personal assistance, for example, assistance

with mobility aids, communication aids or feeding devices, and it requires a high level of

trust and respect. It’s a job that is as varied and interesting as the human experience can be,

and I feel very lucky to be able to do it.

Maria Herbert-Liew, Personal Assistant, Scotland

Responsibilities Carried out by Teacher Assistants

The introduction of additional in-class support has been hailed as the single most important

factor in enabling pupils with SEN to be integrated and maintained in mainstream

classrooms (Groom and Rose, 2005). Zhao, Rose and Shevlin (2021) explored the role

of SNAs within Irish schools and found that SNAs were highly valued in the education

system. They contend that SNAs availability has greatly enabled schools to create flexible,
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inclusive learning environments for children. However, the authors also stress the complex

and multi-dimensional nature of the role. More generally, they describe the multitude of

responsibilities comprising physical caretaking, organisational support, managing

behaviour, promoting independence, collaboration between SNAs, teachers and other

school professionals. In Ireland, the Department of Education (DES) lists the primary care

needs provided by a SNA which comprise: assistance with severe communication

difficulties; assistive technology, feeding, toileting, general hygiene, mobility, orientation,

moving and lifting of children; supervision; administration of medicine; care needs

associated with specific medical conditions or requiring frequent interventions or

withdrawal from the classroom (DES, 2014). Secondary care tasks carried out by SNAs

include: assistance with the preparation and tidying of workspaces; the development and

review of plans; monitoring pupils attendance and care needs; enabling access to therapy

or psycho-educational programmes; preparation of school files and materials, liaising with

class teachers and other teachers; attending meetings and attendance at out-of-school

activities (DES, 2014). Blatchford et al. (2009) also identified tasks related to TAs or SNAs,

which include: support for teachers and/or the curriculum; direct learning support for

pupils; direct pastoral support for pupils; indirect support for pupils and support for school

administration, communication and environmental (p. 76). Similarly, Giangreco et al., (2005)

refer to the variety of valued roles carried out by TAs, for example, “clerical tasks; follow-

up instruction or homework assistance; supervision in group settings (e.g., cafeteria,

playground, bus boarding); assisting learners with personal care needs (e.g., bathroom

use, eating, dressing and facilitating social skills, peer interactions, and positive behaviour

support plans” (p. 29). Whilst educational instruction should be the responsibility of trained

teachers, TAs often assume primary instructional roles which can foster improved

academic, behavioural and social outcomes for students when they are appropriately

trained and supervised. It is evident that the TA role is broad, varied and dependent on the

needs of the specific needs of the pupil. The example below is a testimony from a TA:

Case Study 2: My Role as a Teacher Assistant

“He is now able to cope with everyday school life independently”

My name is Simone Manger, I am a nursery teacher and I worked for four years as a

Teaching Assistant for a student with special educational needs (SEN). The company I

applied for is a GmbH (limited liability company). Beside Teaching Assistants, they employ

personal assistants but they offer teaching assistant positions, family support and inclusive

“PLEASE, DON´T SIT ON MY SHOULDER” - FROM NEO-LIBERAL TO EMANCIPATORY PERSPECTIVES: SHIFTING
LANDSCAPES IN THE ROLES OF TEACHING AND PERSONAL ASSISTANTS | 375



holiday support. My student was nine years old when we met first and he went to the fourth

class of a regular, mainstream school. My tasks were to offer the student structures, safety

and individual support to get more independent. Together with the class teacher I planned

my tasks and responsibilities collaboratively. To avoid stigmatisation by his fellow students,

we figured out that I can support other students as well if he doesn’t need my support.

Another important aspect of my work was the cooperation with the student’s parents. They

had high expectations for their son’s learning. So, I had to clearly distinguish myself and

repeatedly demand understanding for their son’s individual development. As the close

relationship with my student was an essential part of my pedagogical work, it was always a

challenge for my student when I was replaced by colleagues he did not know in case of my

illness. He often refused to cooperate on such days and conflict with his classmates

increased. During the COVID-19 pandemic, my student was supported by another colleague,

as I had to homeschool my own children. This colleague spent five hours a day at my

student’s home, accompanied him during the video conferences and supported him with the

subsequent tasks. After the lockdown my student went back to school and I then took over

again. I observed that the intensive home schooling had led to a significant improvement in

his grades on the one hand, but on the other hand he was less independent in solving tasks

and problems on his own. Central aspects of my work were then to support him in regaining

his independence at school and the social integration into the class after the pandemic.

Within the four years as a school support teacher, I was able to support my student in

(further) developing his academic and social skills to the extent that he is now able to cope

with everyday school life independently.

Simone Manger, Teaching Assistant, Germany

Employment

Employment of TAs and PAs is organised according to the specific country and differs

regarding work situation, qualifications and payment. In this section we focus first on the

employment of PAs and then describe employment of TAs.

Employment of Personal Assistants

There are two ways PAs in Germany are employed. Firstly, the PA is employed by a care

service/company (see Case 3). The care service/company organises and pays the

assistant. Secondly, PAs are employed on the basis of ‘direct payments’. People with

disabilities become ‘employers’ or ‘contractors’ who either directly recruit, hire and manage

their personal assistants, or do so through the mediation of independent service providers

(Mladenov, 2020). The employment is possible due to the so-called “Persönliches Budget”
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(“Personal budget”). This concept of assistance is intended to express a different

understanding of professional help, and the relationship between beneficiaries and service

providers is thus redefined (Konrad, 2019). Which service provider pays depends on the

personal situation and on the specific assistance required. For example, if you need work

assistance, the Federal Employment Agency (BA) or the Integration Office can pay the

costs. As in many professions, the salary depends on the respective employer (Konrad,

2019).

In the UK, if an individual requiring support decides to employ PAs directly, this is usually

undertaken through Direct Payment. This is one of four options of Self-Directed Support in

Scotland, and is also an option in the south of the UK. Although opting for a Direct Payment

gives disabled people and families more choice and control around their support, it also

brings with it all the responsibilities of an employer, such as recruitment, ongoing training

and managing staff. Payroll companies are also set up across the majority of the local

authorities in Scotland to assist PA employers with payroll. Some of these organisations

may also be able to assist with the training and recruitment of PAs, however, the supported

person is still the employer. The phrase ‘employed by’ in the Irish context, means that the

service user has full control over the PA. Typically, however, service users avail of allocated

funding to employ a PA through service providers (Carroll & McCoy, 2022).

The figure below illustrates how support is organised via Direct Payment in seven steps

(in Control, 2020).

Figure 1: Information about self-directed support
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Source: https://in-control.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/seven-steps-easy-read-poster.pdf

Danielle and Maria outline seven steps in building cooperation towards support (see Case

3 below).

Case Study 3: How I am Employed as a PA

“She still has all the choice and control around her support and how it’s provided”

My name is Maria and I am employed by Enable to support Danielle. Enable is one of a small

number of provider organisations that work within a PA structure. The beauty of being

supported by an organisation working within a PA structure is that they recruit a team

specifically around each person and their support needs. Danielle is involved in the interview

process and in deciding whether staff are successful in gaining a post in her team. She still

has all the choice and control around her support and how it’s provided but she doesn’t have

the responsibility of being an employer and managing her PA team. Most provider
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organisations across the UK, who deliver Social Care services do not have this structure and

instead simply send staff where and when they are needed. As a result of this approach, it is

often the case that the supported person does not receive continuity of care.

Danielle Farrel, Managing Director Your Options Understood (Y.O.U.) and Maria Herbert-Liew,

Personal Assistant, Scotland

Employment of Teaching Assistants

In Germany, the employment of TAs varies across federal states. In a study from 2022, Idel

and Korff found that TAs in the federal state of Bremen were employed by different private

providers/agencies (such as private providers, foundations, and welfare associations) who

all compete for business. There is no legal regulation for the control of these providers

consequently costs vary. TAs view their employment situation as precarious, nevertheless,

they hold high intrinsic motivation, as extrinsic motivation factors, such as better payment

and promotion opportunities, do not exist (Kißgen et al., 2016).

In Ireland, the NCSE “is responsible, through its network of local Special Educational

Needs Officers (SENOs) for allocating SNAs to schools to support children with special

educational needs” (DES, 2014, p. 13). An SNA’s contract of employment is with the

managerial authority of the school in which they are employed. An SNA’s salary is paid

directly by the DES, and prior to the appointment of an SNA, applications are made by the

school to the NCSE. Allocations are considered on the basis of an assessment made by a

relevant professional who reports that a pupil has a significant medical, physical or sensory

impairment. Under certain circumstances, SNA support may be allocated where the care

needs relate to behaviour. SNAs are allocated to schools and not individual pupils, and

are therefore a school-based resource. Schools manage their allocation by targeting the

children in greatest need and exercise autonomy and flexibility in order to provide for the

care needs of identified children as, and when, those needs arise. SNA allocations are also

time bound and specifically linked to the Personal Pupil Plan (PPP). The allocation may be

made initially for a maximum period of three years, but is subject to annual review and a

full reassessment of their care needs at the end of this period. As the care needs in schools

change, SNA positions may avail of a redundancy scheme operated by the DES (DES, 2021).

In the UK, TAs are employed directly by the school, the local authority, or academy trusts.

The average salary for a TA starts at £14,000 per annum and more experienced TAs may

earn up to £21,000 (National Careers Service UK). TAs are not generally assigned to a

specific child, rather they may provide support fluidly across groups of pupils or only for

particular lessons. Models of deployment reported were whole-class support; targeted in-

class learning support; or targeted intervention delivery (Skipp and Hopwood, 2019).
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Educational Training and Qualifications

As described previously, one major concern in the field of employment is educational

training and qualifications of TAs and PAs. In this section we will describe education and

training in different countries.

Education and Training of Teaching Assistants

It seems that a very heterogeneous group of people work as TAs. While some TAs have

basic qualifications, others have little specialist training or qualifications. Sharma and

Salend (2016) contend that TAs rarely receive adequate training and supervision. In Ireland,

the minimum qualifications required for appointment to the post of SNA is either a FETAC

Level 3 qualification on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) or a minimum of

three grade Ds in the Junior Certificate or equivalent (DES, 2021). Despite this, the NCSE

states that training opportunities available to SNAs are insufficient. Additionally, although

training for SNAs was deemed the responsibility of the Board of Management in schools,

funding is not provided. The review concluded that whilst many undertook training at their

own expense and in their own time, a generic programme should be available for all SNAs

to address topics relevant to the role, along with customised programmes specific to the

needs of certain children (NCSE, 2018).

Likewise no regional or national standards exist for TAs in Germany, despite evidence

suggesting that high-quality education for children with special educational needs can only

be implemented if professionals are appropriately qualified (Billerbeck, 2022). The granting

of a TA is subject to varied pedagogical qualifications / or varies according to contexts?

For example, if a child gets a TA in accordance with the SGB VII (Social Code Book VIII) of

the Child and Youth Welfare Services, a qualification is necessary. However, this is not the

case for a child or young person with a mental, physical or multiple disability according to

SCB XII (Social Code Book XII) of the Social Welfare Services (Billerbeck, 2022). TAs with

qualifications have, in general, a pedagogical, medical or nursing professional background

whereas TAs with no qualifications may have experience in a range of working areas

(Kißgen et al., 2016). The training rate in some federal states, such as Bavaria, Thuringia,

as well as in the Lower Saxony/Hannover region is over 50%, even if no qualification is

required. Dworschak and Markowetz (2010) emphasise the professionalisation of TAs and

recommend further education and training.

In the UK, schools and local authorities set their own entry requirements. However,

entrants into relevant courses usually require 2 or more General Certificates of Secondary

Education (GCSE) at Grades 9 to 3 or 4, or 5 GCSEs at Grades 9 to 4 or equivalent (National

Careers Service, 2023). College qualifications at certificate level such as Supporting

Teaching and Learning in Schools are available where persons interested may enter the
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role with a qualification in childcare or early years education. An alternative route is via a

Teaching Assistant Advanced Apprenticeship.

Education and Training of Personal Assistants

In the UK, PAs and Support Workers who work for support providers differ in the level

of formal qualifications required to fulfil the role. In the UK, staff working for a provider

organisation are usually required to have at least a SVQ (Scottish Vocational Qualification) 2

or equivalent in Social Care. PAs are unlikely to be employed full-time and often work under

zero-hour contracts. Furthermore, they are less likely to hold formal care qualifications –

yet tend to earn more than their care worker counterparts Interestingly, some people with

disabilities deliberately choose not to have assistants trained as care workers because they

want assistants who act on the instructions of the person with disabilities and not on the

basis of previous work experience in the healthcare sector.

Case Study 4: How I organise self-directed support and Personalised Budgets

“Promote my independence and my identity.”

My name is Dr Danielle Farrel and I am a Personal Assistant (PA) employer in Scotland. In

order to assist with the recruitment of personal assistants, I receive financial support from

the local authority based on an individual needs’ assessment. I have opted to use a mixed

approach to budgeting for the support services I need. On the one hand, I can have a self-

directed budget and on the other, I can access funding which is managed by the local

authority (Scottish Government, 2013) to assist with the employment of personal assistants.

In my personal and professional experience, a number of issues have become apparent to

me when employing a PA. Firstly, I believe that qualities such as person-centredness,

listening skills and respect for the need to assist me in living my life in the way I want to, are

critical. My PAs need to have the ability to promote my independence and individual identity.

In addition, my PA should help me in a positive manner to help me to reflect on and address

my own identity without “sitting on my shoulder”. I continuously strive to advise my PA team

of what support/s I require. In this regard, mutual respect is key and both parties should have

a clear understanding of the expectations associated with the role. Formal qualifications

aren’t necessarily a must. These qualities outweigh any formal qualification.

Dr Danielle Farrel, Managing Director Your Options Understood (Y.O.U.), Scotland
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Conclusion and recommendations

Over the last few decades, views of disability have encompassed medical, social and,

more recently, human rights approaches/perspectives? The human rights model has led

to greater empowerment of people with disabilities encouraging a more independent and

autonomous way of living. Relatedly, there has been an increase in demand for TAs and PAs

and the corresponding rise in terms and labels suggests a need to re-define these roles to

ones which accurately reflect their roles and responsibilities??

Similarly, with respect to responsibilities carried out by both TAs and PAs, evidence points

to the challenge of balancing adequate support along with fostering independence, choice

and autonomy. With regard to teacher and TA responsibilities, other concerns remain. Most

notable of which is the regular blurring of responsibilities, which requires careful navigation

and most importantly, the need for professional dialogue between all parties. Moreover,

there needs to be an awareness of collaborative teamwork. Teachers and TAs should

discuss, and clearly define, their roles and responsibilities, respect each other as experts

and take time for teamwork. When relationships are collaborative, TAs are likely to feel

more valued and appreciated. This equally applies to the relationship between PAs and the

person with disabilities as self-employed. to work in a collaborative manner.

Clearly, all of the above point to the need for a redefinition of tasks, roles and

responsibilities, in addition to a strengthening of structures towards the enhancement of

cooperation and collaboration. The RTM could be adopted to enhance positive working

relationships which, in turn, can positively influence peer interaction and social integration.

Team reflection on the benefits of having a TA and/or PA in specific situations necessitates

the activation and strengthening of the voice of the person with disabilities. They

themselves can be more involved in deciding what support they really need. Moreover,

natural support is a potential solution, whereby peers or friends are more involved in

supporting the person with a disability. Finally, further consultation with parents or relatives

about the preferred support for the person with disabilities and how such support can be

offered could cast light on the emerging roles of TAs and PAs.

Overall, raising awareness about the existence and roles played by PAs and TAs would

be beneficial. TAs support students with SEN to attend mainstream schools and PAs offer

people with disabilities to live an independent life. Learning to effectively work with an

assistant while in school is essential for students with disabilities. This dynamic empowers

the student, positioning them as the decision-maker, thereby fostering their independence

and self-advocacy skills. Unlike teaching assistants who operate within the framework

set by the teacher, personal assistants work directly under the student’s guidance. This

distinction is vital in recognising the different support approaches: teaching assistants

support educational goals collaboratively with teachers, while personal assistants follow

the directives of the student, ensuring their personal needs and preferences are prioritised.
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Reflecting on these approaches is essential for creating inclusive environments that respect

the autonomy and unique requirements of students with disabilities.

TAs and PAs play a significant role in implementing the rights of persons with disabilities

to participate fully in society as decreed by the UNCRPD. Given the importance of this role,

training and education varies considerably and is often ad-hoc and non-standardised across

countries. Further discussion on baseline qualifications and skills could help to formalise

the TA and PA roles? In addition, while employment conditions of TAs and PAs differ from

country to country, precarious employment is more common among PAs, who are often

employed privately by an agency or directly by a person with a disability. Thus, the terms

and conditions associated with this role require greater development and refinement?

Considering the issues highlighted in this chapter, there is a need for a radical shift of

the roles for TAs and PAs in the disability sector. Societal perspectives require a shift from

the neo-liberal perspective towards an emancipatory approach. Persons with disabilities

themselves should decide on what support they need and how best this is organised.

While current legislation espouses the right for a person with disabilities to live a fully

independent life, barriers exist which prevent the manifestation of this vision. One such

barrier is attitudes and perceptions towards people with disabilities who often experience

social exclusion and are regularly victims of discrimination. The unequivocal endorsement

of empowerment, self-determination and participation as rights is paramount. For this to

be realised, heightened awareness in society is the first step, followed swiftly by newly

imagined models of co-operative living and working.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=451#h5p-6

Closing questions to discuss or tasks
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• Reflect on the balance between providing necessary support and promoting

independence. How can TAs and PAs ensure they are not hindering the social

integration of those they assist? How can you, as a teacher, make sure they are as

inclusive as possible?

• Discuss the potential conflicts that might arise between TAs and teachers or PAs and

their employers. How can these relationships be managed effectively?

• Consider the qualifications and training for TAs and PAs in your country. What

improvements could be made to better prepare them for their roles?

• How can the perspectives of the individuals receiving support be more effectively

integrated into the planning and provision of assistance (especially in schools)?
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WORKING WITHIN MULTIDISCIPLINARY
TEAMS

Alexandra Anton; Ann-Kathrin Arndt; Miriam Sonntag; Beausetha Juhetha
Bruwer; Miriam Cuccu; and Lydia Murphy

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=535#oembed-1

Example Case

Multidisciplinary teamwork is complex and varies in different constellations and contexts. To

give you an impression of multidisciplinary teams in different early years and school context,

we provide four short example cases. To engage with the complexities, we provide more

information for two cases later in the chapter.

Example Case 1: Multidisciplinary Teams in the Finnish Early Childhood and Care
(ECEC)

When I first visited a Finnish daycare, I was amazed by the diversity of professionals involved

in educating and caring for small children compared to what I knew from the Romanian school

system.

The moment I stepped into the teachers’ lounge that morning, I knew something important

was happening. In a separate area, away from the noisy group moving in and out in the

morning rush, several adults were seated around a table. I couldn’t hear what was discussed,

and even if I could, my lack of the Finnish language would have impeded me from

understanding anything. However, that didn’t stop me from asking another teacher not

involved in the discussion what that was about. I then found out that in Finland each child

receives the needed support based on their assessment and individual learning plan created

by the kindergarten teacher in collaboration with the family at the beginning of the school year.
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Their plan is revisited and adjusted throughout the year, according to the developmental

milestones achieved, and travels with the child throughout the early years and in the transition

from early years to preschool and school. Considering the diverse and complex needs of

young children when they arrive in daycare, the ECEC team is informed about the trajectory of

each child before the age of 3.

When things don’t go according to plan, multidisciplinary teams usually gather and give each

other an update on the child’s progress, renew the existing goals, exchange insights, provide

recommendations and inputs on related services or modifications to be tried out in the

following weeks or months.

Are you interested in learning more about how Finnish early childhood and care is

multidisciplinary by design? Take a closer look! (See section “A closer look on Example Case

1”)

Example Case 2: Early Learning and Care [ELC] in the Irish Context

Every morning, we met this little person at the school gate. They clung to their primary carer,

arms tightly wrapped around their neck and their legs similarly around the waist.

Acknowledging “You are so snuggly and warm around them.” They replied “My little koala

bear.” The educator also acknowledged “It’s hard to leave them in the morning.” This little

person would move from their primary carer’s arms to the educator, squeezing them just as

tight. Upon entering the classroom, it was loud, and busy, with active children all engaged in

play. When the educator was putting them back down on the ground, they could see their eyes

darting from side to side. The little person would then rest their head on the educator’s

stomach ‘they were too tired for school; they wanted to go home’.

This little person was struggling with the level of noise in the classroom. At times, they would

seek rest from the overstimulating classroom by putting the educator’s hands over their ears

or leaning really close to their key person to seek rest. From our training and reflective

conversation and from the groundwork with the team members we decided to turn an unused

art room into a ‘nurture nook’ for this little person to have comfort and safety from the busy

room when needed. An unintended result of this room change meant all the children had more

space which made the room less noisy for everyone. This room was equipped with a sliding

door the children could open and close depending on their needs. It was used as a place for

peer-to-peer and adult/ child communication, story-time and/or a place for the children to have

private conversations with educators or with other children. We received funding from an

external agency to equip this room with weighted blankets, ear defenders, and speakers to

play soft music intermittently. The children added teddy bears to it for comfort.

While this little person started to arrive earlier to school, and their attendance improved,

possibly because they were able to transition to school using this room to acclimatise

themselves to the bigger group in the morning and throughout the day. Still, school could be a
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real challenge for this little person. With consultation with their primary carer, we sought

outside multidisciplinary support from the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) to ascertain

supportive strategies when they were changing clothing from inside to outside and strategies

for dealing with peer relationships. Their primary carer also accessed support from the

multidisciplinary primary care team with Ireland’s Health Service Executives (HSE). However,

due to COVID-19 and an extremely long waiting list, an appointment was not available before

he transitioned to primary school. Nonetheless, using an inclusive, relational approach in our

education setting, linking in with the Access and Inclusion Programme, and with the support of

their primary carer this little person’s strengths-based progress was able to continue with them

to primary school.

Example Case 3: Supervision in the Italian Context

Teachers usually perceive their daily routine as overwhelmed with meetings and bureaucratic

commitments. They often do not have time to reflect together on their practices, or to talk

deeply about the students.

Within the Labs to Learn project (https://labstolearn.it/) aimed at minors in the Piedmont

region (Italy) to combat school dropout rates and prevent educational poverty, a monthly

supervision for teachers was part of the action Study Method.

Study Method was dedicated to the first-year classes in lower secondary school, so that each

child could find “made-to-measure” strategies, considering individual differences, strengths

and learning styles (Stenberg, 1998), thereby strengthening perceptions of self-efficacy

(Bandura, 1994) connected to school. The supervision, aimed at each class council,

guaranteed a space to reflect and talk about challenges connected with the experimentation of

personalised study methods in the classroom.

The meetings allowed them to talk about emotions connected with working in the classroom,

during and after the pandemic. Throughout the meetings, teachers shared their fears about

how to deal with interruptions of the lessons due to the lockdown. They had time to share

impressions of each student (beyond marks), including those who have needs that they cannot

express clearly. All points of view contributed to a holistic understanding of the students. This

approach helped to work on the group dynamics, to generate a sense of togetherness and to

find common strategies for a better classroom management.

Example Case 4: Primary School/Pedagogical Counselling Centre in the Austrian
Context

Patrick, a boy in the second year of primary school, has difficulty following the lessons and his

academic performance does not meet the expectations of the curriculum standards for

primary school. The class teacher, who is young and in general ready for open lessons, feels

overwhelmed by the “heterogeneity of the learning group” to respond to Patrick’s individual
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needs within the framework of regular lessons. Talks with the parent or guardian fail,

appointments are not kept. Patrick often comes to school with clothes that are not suitable for

the weather or without breakfast. He seems neglected and often consumes media that are not

appropriate for his age, has access to game consoles etc. and often attracts attention through

aggressive behaviour. As the head of the Pedagogical counselling centre at the time, I got to

read Patrick’s special educational needs assessment during the procedure for determining

special educational needs. (PBZ, later Departments of Inclusion, Diversity, and Special

Education, FIDS, see Key aspect 3)

It clearly states that Patrick does not show any signs of a disability, but due to his difficult

environment and his persistently weak performance at school, he should be given special

educational needs for the general special school (learning focus). Instead of assigning him

Special educational needs, I worked with the head teacher, the class teacher in charge and a

counselling teacher who was temporarily present on site to find out which support system

Patrick needs to reduce his barriers to learning and development. We were guided by the

following questions, among others:

• What interventions can be made in the classroom?

• What personnel resources can the school authorities provide in the short term to enable

the class teacher to teach in a more open and differentiated way as a team?

• What extracurricular institutions and contact persons are there that can provide relief

and support for Patrick’s home environment?

• How can the guidance counsellor use her resources profitably for Patrick and the class

teacher? Which competencies should be developed within the class?

Concrete steps were planned, a support system was established inside and outside the school

in close co-operation with the school supervision and the guardians, and the SEN (Special

Educational Needs) procedure was paused for the time being. Patrick was able to develop

positively over the next few months: both his school performance and social behaviour were

able to stabilise, the class teacher felt relieved, and the counselling teacher repeatedly

reported a positive course of development – for the entire system. As a result, the SPF

procedure could be dropped after about half a year and Patrick’s barriers could be significantly

reduced by establishing a support system without having to receive a stigmatising label.

If you want to know more about the Austrian Departments of Inclusion, Diversity, and Special

Education (FIDS), see subsection: Support structures on regional level.
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Initial questions

Think about your experiences in educational institutions like kindergarten or school. Apart

from your own school days, you might think about your observations during school visits or

your experiences during internships or practical phases within your initial teacher education.

Furthermore, some of you might have previous or current experiences of working in

kindergarten or schools:

• Who is part of the multidisciplinary team in this context?

• What could be the difficulties of working in a multidisciplinary team?

• What are the benefits of multidisciplinary teamwork?

• What practices contribute to positive multidisciplinary teamwork experiences?

Introduction to Topic

“I”-Perspective

Picture a teacher sitting at home thinking:

“Oh, but I was not trained for that (new situation or challenge) …. I don’t have enough time

(to discuss it with someone else in the professional team) … I don’t want/find it hard to work

with (other professionals)… I don’t know how to deal with this situation…”

The above thoughts depict teachers struggling with a certain situation in the classroom,

but not feeling prepared to deal with it properly, not thinking that the training or previous

experience helps in any way and not being willing to cooperate with other professionals

within and outside the educational setting. When reading the thoughts above, they may

sound familiar to you, as these thoughts are common to all teachers, irrespective of whether

they are new in the profession or already highly experienced. We are going to examine

in closer detail four scenarios that depict different cultural contexts and grade levels that

may help you think about the topic differently. These scenarios will be accompanied by

the specific working conditions that underpin the connections and dynamics between

the members of the multidisciplinary teams. The realities of each of the contexts within

which the educators and other professionals of these scenarios (Example Case 1-4) find

themselves will be discussed. Throughout the chapter there are reflection questions for the

reader to pause and reflect on the section just read. These are highlighted similar to the

reflective question below.

What can teachers do when they do not know how to deal with a situation?
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Firstly, let’s establish that it is normal to have these different thoughts and feelings.

Secondly, teachers do not need to work on their own; they do not have to be a lonesome

player, although this was common in schools for a long time and in many cases still is

(Terhart & Klieme, 2006).

Aiming for an inclusive school system changes the perspective completely: every class

is a diverse learning group with diverse needs, and it is normal to look for a wide range of

competences and professions (Booth & Ainscow, 2019).

For one person it is overwhelming to identify and overcome barriers of learning and to

respond individually to the diverse needs of all students. Whether you are a new teacher or

have years of experience, there will always be challenging and new situations. You cannot

manage it alone, there is a need for certain support, there is a need for a team (European

Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education, 2022). If that team is multidisciplinary,

it is even better, because then you have a huge variety of knowledge within the team. It

is important for teachers to collaborate in the classroom and school community because

you will find new and proper solutions when you have other educators, other experts, other

views, other perspectives and competences to communicate with (Ahlgrimm, 2021).

Teachers often do not know about the opportunities for collaboration that exist in and

outside their school. As a teacher, when you do not know how to deal with a situation, you

can look for a team to solve it. You can ask colleagues, your team-teaching partner, relevant

actors and other professionals. You can also ask your principal if there are any experts on

the situation you are experiencing already in the school. Also, you can seek support from

institutions outside your school. There are several support systems established to answer

questions, queries, challenges that you might experience. Therefore, it is a competence to

ask for advice.

Our starting point refers to the “I”-perspective. In this chapter, we focus on five key

aspects: Key aspect 1 refers to understandings of multidisciplinary teams based on a

differentiation between multi-/inter-/transdisciplinary teams, stages of teamwork and

understanding multidisciplinary teamwork as an ongoing process of negotiation. Key

aspect 3 draws on the challenges and benefits of working in a multidisciplinary team

on individual and team level and refers to challenges arising from the wider context of

neoliberalism and the benefits of relational approaches. Key aspect 3 refers to developing

multidisciplinary teamwork by considering beneficial attributes and practices, structures

on school level, organising and decision-making as well as structures on regional level.

Key aspect 4 highlights reflective practices to enhance multidisciplinary teamwork by

summarising the relevance of reflective practices and providing two examples for reflective

practices. Key aspect 5 focuses on multidisciplinary teamwork in pre-service and in-service

teacher education by referring to designing initial teacher education and case-based

approaches. After these five key aspects, we provide “a closer look” at example case

1 to learn how Finnish early childhood education is multidisciplinary by design. In the

end, we provide closing tasks and a conclusion which emphasises a shift from “I”- to
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“We-”perspective. There is a link to Figure 1 below: https://seafile.cloud.uni-hannover.de/f/

ac19978f45894b7e806a/

Figure 1: Overview of the Chapter

Key aspects

Key Aspect 1: Understandings of Multidisciplinary Teams

There are various understandings of multidisciplinary teams. For example, in some

contexts, it would be more likely that we would talk about multiprofessional teamwork.

Hence, different terms might be used depending on the particular context. At the same time,

terms are often used interchangeably. For simplicity, we use multidisciplinary team in this

chapter to refer to different constellations, intensities, and contexts. Knowing and reflecting

about different terms is useful to reach a common understanding.

Let’s start, by briefly looking at “team” and “teamwork”: A team is a group of individuals

with a shared understanding of interdependence, the necessity for communication, and

the value of teamwork who have been organised for a specific goal. Teamwork is the

interaction that is demonstrated in the information sharing between team members, which

assures the synchronisation, coherence of the pace and rhythm of collaborative activities

and results in the effective operation of the entire team and a high level of individual
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commitment (Volkova et al., 2021). At the same time, team constellations working together

can differ regarding the intensities of teamwork, goals, and context as pointed out by the

conceptual model “Multi-/inter-/transdisciplinary teams”.

Differences between Multi-, Inter- and Transdisciplinary Teams

Starting from the basic questions of who works with whom with which goal, Friend and

Cook (2010: 65) refer to multi-, inter- and transdisciplinary teams as three different models

of team interaction.

These differ concerning the “philosophy of team interaction” (Friend & Cook, 2010: 65):

How do members understand themselves? In multidisciplinary teams, members value

the importance of contribution of different professional groups or disciplines, but their

“services remain independent” (Friend & Cook, 2010: 65). An example of this would be when

teachers work together with professionals outside school, for example physical therapists.

In interdisciplinary teams, members share their responsibilities, however, each professional

group remains “primarily responsible” for their tasks (Friend & Cook, 2010: 65). For

example, in German or Austrian in whole day schools, there is often an institutional

distinction between teachers who mostly teach their lessons before the lunch break and

educators who are responsible for various activities in the afternoon. While teachers and

educators might not teach together, they might, for example, develop a shared individual

educational plan. In transdisciplinaryteams, members work together “across disciplines”

and learn from one another (Friend & Cook, 2010: 65). On the classroom level, co-teaching

of classroom or subject teachers with special educators or other specialists is an essential

approach for inclusive schools. In one school in Namibia, an English teacher and a sign

language teacher co-taught to facilitate English language learning helping all students

to understand English better. In Finish early childhood education and care, several

professionals like kindergarten teachers, social welfare workers, childcare workers, and

special education teachers – to name but a few – are involved in a child-centred task

together.

Multi-, inter- and transdisciplinary teams differ in the way they communicate (Friend

& Cook, 2010: 65): Multidisciplinary teams share information about their independent

work, for example, on assessment, and develop separate education or service plans.

Ininterdisciplinary teams, members meet on a regular basis, for example, in case

conferences, and combine their goals for a single individual education plan. In a

transdisciplinary team, regular team meetings for both sharing information and learning

from each other are crucial. This allows them, for example, to assess collaboratively and

develop an individual education plan together.

Besides the “role of the family” (Friend & Cook, 2010: 65) varies: In multidisciplinary

teams, families meet with each professional group separately. In interdisciplinary teams,
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families meet with all the team members, but these report independently. In

transdisciplinary teams, families are more involved in these joint meetings.

Think of your own experiences in educational institutions. How can you relate these

experiences to the model of multi-, inter- and transdisciplinary teams? What’s important for

team interaction in your particular context?

This differentiation between multi-, inter- and transdisciplinary teams supports thinking

about the intensity, goals, and context of working together. Even if different terms like

multiprofessional team are more commonly used in your context, differentiating between

multi-, inter- and transdisciplinary teams helps you to understand your own team better

and find starting points for future development. As mentioned in the beginning, we use

multidisciplinary team in this chapter to refer to different constellations, intensities and

contexts.

Stages of Teamwork according to Tuckman

Another differentiation which is also helpful to understand different constellations of

multidisciplinary teams, looks at the development of the teams: Dugang (2020) describes

Tuckman’s model as a significant method to understand the evolution of teamwork. This

model acknowledges that teams do not initially exist in a fully developed and functional

state. The model proposes that teams develop through a series of distinct phases, from

their inception as loosely connected teams of individuals through their development as

cohesive teams with a clear purpose. According to this model, as discussed by Dugang

(2020), there are four stages to teamwork that include:

Figure 2: Stages of Teamwork According to Tuckman
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The benefit of Tuckman’s concept is that it aids professionals in understanding how teams

evolve over time. It also helps to think about how people experience various issues at

various points in their growth as a team (Dugang, 2020). However, in order to establish and

cultivate a pleasant, functional team environment, teamwork depends on the presence of

synergy between all team members, creating an environment where they are all motivated

to contribute and participate. Team members need to be adaptable enough to function

in collaborative contexts where teamwork and social interdependence are prioritised over

individualised, competing aims (Tarricone & Luca, 2002).

Multidisciplinary Teamwork as an Ongoing Process of Negotiating Roles and
Responsibilities

Multidisciplinary teams are considered as a reaction to (increasing) complexities (Easen,

Atkins & Dyson, 2000). At the same time, multidisciplinary teamwork is not a “quick-fix”

(Nichols et al., 2010). Hence, it is important to take the complexities of multidisciplinary

teamwork into account. Bauer (2014) suggests a process-oriented perspective on

multidisciplinary teamwork: in our initial questions we ask who – which professional or

occupational group – is part of a multidisciplinary team. Instead of thinking about these
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professions or groups as unchanging/unchangeable and self-contained, Bauer (2014)

emphasises that collaboration takes place

“between professional actors who continuously have to define and negotiate their

specific tasks, responsibilities and abilities, trying to come to terms with each other and

sometimes also bargaining against each other. In this process, boundaries between

professional groups shift, new tasks and responsibilities emerge and are distributed and

assigned” (Bauer, 2014: 274).

This process-oriented perspective refers to the theoretical concept Negotiated Order(ing)

by Strauss et al. (1981) which highlights how professionals negotiate their tasks and

division of labour. This includes – for example, when new staff members join the team

or when new conceptual frameworks or technologies become relevant in a certain field

– renegotiating tasks and responsibilities. Overall, (re)negotiation between different

professionals stabilises or, at least in the long term, might also change social order

(Strauss, 1978). For understanding multidisciplinary teamwork, this raises the important

question: what is perceived as (non) negotiable by whom? (Strauss, 1978: 252). In this

regard, it’s fruitful to pay attention to ways multidisciplinary teamwork is situated (Clarke,

2005), for instance, in different national and local school contexts (Arndt, 2022; Hansen et

al., 2020; Naraian, 2010).

Based on an ethnographic study on multidisciplinary teamwork in Swiss primary

education, Kosorok Labhart and Maeder (2016) highlight, that planning and clarifying one’s

roles and responsibilities is part of the continuous negotiation. Overall, understanding

multidisciplinary teamwork as an ongoing process enables a change of perspective by not

focusing solely on the individual teacher and, for instance, their (lacking) willingness to

collaborate, as it is often the case in discussions on multidisciplinary teamwork.

Key Aspect 2: Challenges and Benefits of Working in a Multidisciplinary Team

Teamwork amongst role players is crucial to develop inclusive schools, which involves

all school systems. The inclusive school community places teamwork at its core, and it

is a key strategy for assisting all participants in such a community. This suggests that

no teacher, parent, education support worker, student, or volunteer should have to handle

significant challenges by themselves. Successful inclusive education is built on support.

The focus of inclusive classrooms and schools is on how to run them as loving and

supportive environments where a sense of belonging is developed and everyone feels

accepted, encouraged, and cared for by everyone else in the school community (Swarts &

Pettipher, 2016).

However, interacting with other people can sometimes be hard. Each one of us has our

own personality, character, way of communicating, and habits, and it can be difficult to

engage with people who are different from us. However, by working closely with people

with different skills from yours, you not only have the unique opportunity to learn something
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completely new every day but also transfer to others some of your own knowledge. You can

learn from other people’s experiences things that you would not be able to find in books, or

that would probably take you a long time to learn on your own (Pinti, 2018).

It is important to address challenges and benefits of working in a multidisciplinary team.

We take a two-fold approach: First, we take a closer look at common difficulties and

benefits on individual and team level:

• Why is it sometimes difficult to work in a multidisciplinary team?

• Why is it worth it to work in a multidisciplinary team?

After this, we situate challenges of multidisciplinary teamwork in the broader context by

focusing on tensions arising in education in neoliberalism, especially with regard to the

so called ‘hidden curriculum’. In this respect, relational pedagogy can form an important

approach to critically reflect on these tensions.

Challenges on Individual and Team Level

Working in a multidisciplinary team might be challenging, both at an individual and at a team

level. When faced with difficult situations, your first reaction could be to think that it is your

sole responsibility to solve it, that it is faster to do it on your own, or that it is less messy,

and so asking for help does not come easily.

Challenges at the individual level

● When you see your profession as isolated, at the same time you acknowledge that a different
set of skills is needed to respond to the complex situations you encounter in your classroom (Bauer,

2014; Pölkki & Vornanen, 2016).

● For this reason, it can be hard to fully trust other professionals (Ekins, 2015).
● You even rank your and others’ input and opinions according to a certain hierarchy, and based

on their level of qualification, you might see yourself or others as more or less entitled to contribute
to the common effort (Hood, 2015).
● You can be blinded by the human ego, which stops you from seeing the common good that a

team can achieve (Herbert & Broomfield, 2019).

Challenges at the team level

● Finding enough resources and the right competencies needed to tackle a situation, and finding
the right professionals at the right time can be tough (Unabhängiger Monitoringausschuss der

Republik Österreich [UMA], 2023).

● Or even beginning to consider that other professionals in the same school or in the close
community might help, can be exceptional (Solvason & Winwood, 2022).
● Collaborating across institutional boundaries can surge the challenges. Without having or

designing operating models, guides and procedures, it can be problematic to find common grounds
or reach agreements and communicate important information (Behringer & Höfer, 2005).

Benefits of Individual and Team Level

It most certainly is worth working in a multidisciplinary team. Just like with the challenges,
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the benefits of working in a multidisciplinary team can be identified at both the individual

and the team levels.

Benefits at the individual level

● Not feeling like we are the lone warriors helps us have a broader perspective, helps us respond
to the needs of our students better and feels a sense of accomplishment about our work.

● Strengthening our communication skills, becoming more empathic, and being willing to adopt
other perspectives will help us build more trusting networks and achieve effective cooperation
(Kumpulainen, 2013).
● By working closely with people with different skills from yours, you not only have the unique

opportunity to learn something completely new every day but also transfer some of your own
knowledge to others. You can learn from other people’s experiences things that you would not be
able to find in books, or that would probably take you a long time to learn on your own (Pinti, 2018).
Working in a multidisciplinary team shifts the boundaries of individual professions, and adds in new
tasks and areas of responsibility, which helps us become more flexible and adaptable; instead of the
“everyone does everything” type of culture, there is more clarity in our roles and responsibilities
(Bauer, 2014; Onnismaa, 2017).

Benefits at the team level

● When working together in a multidisciplinary team, educators and other professionals exchange
information and perspectives about our students, which can do better justice to them and contribute

to our commitment to inclusive education (European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive
Education, 2022).

● As multidisciplinary team members who develop joint solutions to challenges, we learn from
and with each other, and by strengthening our professional actions our workload decreases
(Ahlgrimm, 2021).
● To provide adequate support to students who face learning obstacles, it is important that all

role players in the learning process cooperate and help one another. To do this, it is essential to value
each person’s knowledge, abilities, and experience while also promoting their engagement and
involvement. This calls for collaboration between each and every teacher as well as between
educators and other stakeholders in general. In a team that works together, fostering an environment
of trust, openness, and dedication needs to be a core rule. Due to the nature of true professional
barriers being crossed, this type of collaboration can be referred to as transdisciplinary teamwork
(see models of team interaction).

Reflect on your own experiences of working in a group or with a team. Alternatively, you can

also reflect on a situation which you observed, for example, during a classroom visit.

What challenges did you perceive – or observe – on an individual level and on the team

level?

What were the benefits of working in a team on an individual level and team level?

Challenges in the Context of Neoliberalism and Benefits of a Relational Approach

While we focused on challenges and benefits on individual and team levels before, next

we take a closer look at challenges of multidisciplinary teamwork arising from teachers’

role as ‘lonesome players’ by situating this in the broader educational and societal context

influenced by neoliberalism. Today, education is still mostly operating based on a

confirmative-based ecology to produce the long-term outcomes of an equitable workforce

(Öchsner & Murray, 2019). Neoliberal policy in teacher education is creating a competitive
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environment stressing the sole interest of an I-focus rather than a We-culture. Thus, eroding

a collegial environment promotes teachers’ agency to make decisions and problem-solve.

By quantifying (measuring) educators’ performance and steering an environment of

competition over the connection, teachers can be in the space of feeling vulnerable in their

work with colleagues, learners and their families. Ljungblad (2021) suggests teachers are

finding it really difficult to use pedagogical tact (intuition) when powerful neoliberal agendas

– reflected, for example, in policy documents stressing ‘efficient’, ‘effective’, ‘standards’,’

tools’ – are at play.

To put the above literature into context, focusing on classroom-based education and

changes to policy strategies, we could possibly unpack the nested paradoxes that can be

layered in professionalisation, for example, leading to greater emphasis on hierarchies—a

major challenge for working in multidisciplinary teams. Let us take a look at current

development in the Irish early education system seeking to professionalize a newly

constructed degree-led profession.

New degree-led profession, new hierarchies in multidisciplinary teams?

Currently, Ireland’s Early Learning and Care sector is going through a huge amount of

change whilst the leaders are trying to professionalise the sector. The implications of these

changes have not been all negative, for example, the under three’s now have a voice and

are being seen, this is welcomed by most in the sector. However, one of the paradoxes

within the Irish context is the government’s strategy to professionalize the early years sector

by implementing a tiered pay scale for managers and deputy managers running a play

school. Also, there was a structured minimum regulated wages requirement for early years

educators depending on your level of qualification. By introducing funded pay scales this

then establishes a hierarchical classroom by promoting one degree graduate to become

the classroom’s lead educator. Moreover, moving away from a co-teaching structure to now

embed a ranked system in our early years classroom (Nurturing Skills, 2021).

The Irish ELC sector has only recently had an influx of degree-led graduates, many

educators with vocational qualifications but twenty to thirty years’ experience could not

apply for the lead educator positions as they did not have the academic qualifications for

the position.

What are the unintended consequences of this decision?

How could an understanding of teamwork be evoked in this situation?

Hierarchies can also be linked to the so called “hidden curriculum” which – in contrast

to valuing multiple perspectives in a multidisciplinary team – emphasises certain

perspectives: Dean, Roberts, and Perry (2023) admit that neoliberalism has caused a

‘curriculum hierarchy’ or/and the ‘narrowing of curriculum’ meaning subjects such as

Literacy, Numeracy, and Scientific knowledge are seen as superior or more valuable in the

education system because they can be measured. The ramification of this narrowing is

effectively changing the teachers’ role and identity.

An example below is looking at educational inequality from the Australian context.
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Resources for multidisciplinary teams in the context of educational inequality in

Australia:

Sahlberg (2011) states this marketisation policy of education falls under the Global

Education Reform Movement (or GERM) allowing parents to put pressure on the school

system to produce academic outcomes. Australians are noticing educational inequalities

from the marketisation of education particularly in learners in vulnerable backgrounds

(Dean, Roberts & Perry, 2023). Public funding is being used to fund and resource private

education in Australia. Making sure learners attending private school have access to

multidisciplinary teams and private educational supports causing a disparity between

teachers working in public schools because of underfunding and being under-resourced

having a knock-on effect for teachers and what education looks like for these schools.

Paving a bigger divide of educational, career opportunities, and inequity for the future of

more impoverished families. Perry and Southwell (2014) conducted a study on the effects

of socio-economic status on education and found that learners from more impoverished

backgrounds had less opportunities for curriculum diversity.

How does this system affect teacher education in Australia in working together?

Think about private schooling versus public schooling in your context, what are the

differences, for example, concerning the resources and professional groups involved?

What other differences between schools (for example, special and inclusive schools,

urban and rural schools) are relevant when it comes to resources, professional groups and

(multi-) professionalism?

By way of example, this reflects the limitations of solely focusing on the school level and

highlights the importance of considering the ‘ecologies’ of the multidisciplinary team (see

for an ecosystemic perspective on teamwork: Chapter on teamwork in the classroom).

At the same time, these challenges arising from neoliberalism, highlight the importance

of Relational approaches to look beyond measures and focus on a We-Perspective.

Relational approaches emphasise the importance of the ‘whole’ learner and their families,

working in connection instead of competition for greater opportunities for diverse learners

and communities. Through critical thinking, decision making and problem-solving,

university educators are trying to tackle some of the tensions between collegial workplaces

in communities and sole interest learners (Rodriguez, 2017). Teachers and learners are

engaging in relationships all day long making split-second decisions throughout the day.

Educators (in training) may at times possibly have a feeling of unease within themselves

to conform to academic structures or they may have a feeling of pressure to implement

strategies that go against their living values.

Ljungblad (2022) suggests the answer to this problem is the reciprocity of relationships.

Knowing these values and beliefs are ever evolving regardless of how long you are in

education. Thus, teacher education and third level education play an important role for

the ideal of growing and flourishing (Wojciechowska, 2022) which can support the

aforementioned benefits of multidisciplinary teamwork on individual and team level.
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Key Aspect 3: Developing Multidisciplinary Teamwork

Multidisciplinary teams with members who understand how to learn from shared

experience will be the most productive. The different points of view of the team members

should complement one another. It is necessary to select team members wisely because, in

addition to practical expertise and a problem-solving perspective, effective teamwork also

necessitates collaboration and soft skills.

Attributes and Practices to Motivate Positive Multidisciplinary Teamwork

Literature correspondingly provides several attributes that motivate positive

multidisciplinary teamwork. Many of these have been consistently repeated, and some are

overlapping (Engelbrecht & Hay, 2018; Pinti, 2018; Tarricone & Luca, 2002). Noteworthy

attributes and practices that were identified to motivate positive multidisciplinary team

experiences are:

• Open communication and positive feedback

A productive work environment is facilitated by attentively listening to team members’

needs and concerns, recognising their contributions, and expressing appreciation for

them. Members of the team should be prepared to offer and accept constructive

criticism as well as give honest feedback.

• Commitment to team success and shared goals

Team members have a commitment to the project’s success as well as to the team’s

success. Successful teams aspire to achieve at the highest level and are highly

motivated.

• Interdependence

Team members must foster an environment where their combined contributions will

be much greater than their individual ones. The team can accomplish its objectives at

a much higher level when there is a positive, interdependent team atmosphere.

• Interpersonal skills

The capacity to be open and honest with team members, to be dependable and

supportive, and to respect the team and its members as individuals. It is important

to encourage a compassionate work atmosphere, which includes the capacity for

productive teamwork.

• Commitment to team processes, leadership, and accountability

Members of the team must take responsibility for their contributions to the team

and the project. They must understand team procedures, best practices, and fresh

concepts. For a team to succeed, including in shared decision-making and problem-

solving, effective leadership is important.

• Equality

Members should actively seek to ensure that all other members feel equally
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empowered in their potential to positively affect results and should all experience an

equal sense of equality in decision-making.

• Trust

Members should have confidence in the dependability or trustworthiness of the

strength, skill, and character of their fellow members. To build reciprocal participatory

and collaborative development, interpersonal trust elements such as character trust,

competence trust, and communication trust are essential.

• Respect and Cultural Sensitivity

Members must honour one another and act and speak in a way that shows that

respect. This calls for introspection and awareness of one’s own belief systems, as well

as an investigation of one’s own comprehension of and respect for other people’s belief

systems.

• Modesty

Being modest does not require you to minimise your abilities, your job, or yourself.

It suggests that while you should be happy with your achievements and recognise

your talents, you should not constantly and incessantly boast about yourself or believe

that you are superior to others. Recognise both your strengths and your flaws. We are

always learning because knowledge is endless. It is highly possible that you will drive

your team members away if they think of you as a haughty, conceited person with a big

ego who brags, feels superior to others, and has a showy personality. This could have

an effect on team communication, making it uncomfortable for your team members to

bring up fresh ideas and problems with you. As a result, the success of the team will be

hampered.

• Open-mindedness

Respect others’ thoughts and give them a sincere ear. Key elements of successful

teamwork include meetings, talks, and brainstorming sessions. You need to put the

other team members in the same position as you to share and discuss fresh ideas

and challenges to find answers and make choices. Do not mock the ideas of others.

Allow everyone to speak, listen, maintain composure, and wait to interject until they

are through. The success of the team depends on everyone learning and sharing new

things, but it also benefits you personally and broadens your knowledge.

• Supportiveness

Ask for assistance and offer to assist. If any of your team members could benefit from

your knowledge or experience, make the time to assist them. Offer to assist, even if it is

just by checking over a team member’s text for errors or keeping an ear out while they

practise their talk. Do not be hesitant to seek assistance if you are unable to handle

a problem on your own. Of course, there needs to be a healthy balance. Try your best

on your own before asking others to help. To build a peaceful work atmosphere, it is

crucial that team members feel supported by one another and by the team as a whole.

• Reliability
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We often find ourselves working on certain project components in multidisciplinary or

team projects based on our areas of expertise. This indicates that our work frequently

depends on the work of others, and vice versa. Thus, it is crucial that we adhere to

deadlines and complete our tasks on time. Regardless of how busy you are, make sure

you finish your work as quickly as you can and that your colleagues can depend on you.

Furthermore, an appropriate team composition is crucial for developing multidisciplinary

teams, which is linked to team members’ awareness of their unique roles and requirements.

This leads us to take a closer look at the institutional level. For example, we focus on

schools.

Creating Structures to Support Multidisciplinary Teamwork at the School Level

Collaboration between teachers and different professionals is considered “an essential part

of successful inclusion” (Wallace et al., 2002: 350; see also De Vroey et al., 2015). At

the same time – and the difficulties we mentioned above reflect this – it is a common

misunderstanding or “myth” that professional collaboration “comes naturally” (Friend, 2000:

132). While this highlights the importance of addressing multidisciplinary teamwork in

initial teacher education and continuous professional development (see key aspect 4),

developing collaboration between teachers and other professionals can also be considered

an important “task” or focus in the ongoing process of inclusive school development (Lütje-

Klose & Urban, 2014).

We want to take a closer look at the school level based on a qualitative study on inclusive

school development and quality criteria from teachers, school leaders and parents’

perspectives in the German context (Arndt & Werning, 2016, 2018): in retrospect,

professionals described developing professional collaboration as one important milestone

in their school development. With regard to collaboration between special and general

education teachers on classroom level, a common starting point was a division of

responsibilities in which special education teachers were responsible for students with

special needs, while general teachers were responsible for the “regular students” by

predominantly using the co-teaching approach; “one teach, one assist” or pull-out

strategies. Developing collaboration was based on an emphasis on shared responsibility

for all students and using a broader range of co-teaching approaches including switching

roles (see for co-teaching approaches: chapter on teamwork in the classroom). Developing

professional collaboration appears interconnected with other areas of inclusive school

development like ideas on student grouping and cooperation (see chapter on cooperative

learning).

On school level, three aspects appeared central for creating structures to support

teamwork (Arndt, 2016):
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Composition of teams

Within their scope of influence, schools use different strategies in composing teams, for example, to
create ‘manageable’ team sizes in large schools. Schools try to reduce complexity by focusing on

teachers’ expertise in subject and/or areas in team composition. Another strategy focuses on
creating continuity with regard to relationships between teachers and students. Combining both

strategies, special and general education teachers form a classroom teacher team at one secondary
school: One teacher goes along with the group from year 5 to 10, the other uses their expertise, for

example, to facilitate transitions to upper secondary school or vocational training after year 10.

(External) Support for teamwork

Supporting teamwork and team development takes various forms: Linked to continuous
professional development, schools focus e.g. on collaborative approaches to Individual Education
Plans or developing their teaching approaches. Besides, they use external support like coaching or
supervision/mentoring (see below Three Examples for Reflective). For instance, each new year 5
team receives coaching on team development in the beginning as well as a follow-up opportunity
(like a “voucher”) for another coaching session. This takes into account that professionals with

different backgrounds, frames of reference and professional languages might experience conflict
while working together (Conderman, 2011).

Regular team meetings

As Kosorok Labhart and Maeder (2016) point out based on an ethnographic study in Swiss primary
education, a lack of scheduled team meetings can burden one team member with organising a

meeting. Adequate time to meet is considered as important for teachers’ professional development
(Rytivaara & Kershner, 2012) as well as classroom practices and school development (Arndt &

Werning, 2016). Hence, regularly scheduled team meetings are considered as important, while the
lack of time for collaboration is considered a major constraint for working in multidisciplinary teams.

Organising and Decision-making in Multidisciplinary Teams

On the school level, looking at creating structures to support multidisciplinary teamwork

raises this question: Who organises multidisciplinary teamwork? Based on a mixed-

methods longitudinal study in the German context, Lütje-Klose and colleagues (2016)

emphasise the importance of school leaders’ support of multidisciplinary teamwork.

Furthermore, questions concerning the role of teams in decision-making (Idel et al., 2012)

arise. In the context of ongoing discussions on autonomy and collaboration (Fabel-Lamla

et al., 2021; Kelchtermans, 2006), this leads to questions of autonomy on the team level as

well as on participation in decision-making on institutional level.

Think about a school or educational institution:

Which decisions can teams make on their own?

Who participates in ‘fundamental decisions’ on an institutional level, for example, on

working in age-mixed learning groups?

To make decisions and accomplish a common goal, team members should concentrate

on collaborative, effective, and creative tasks and be able to merge their different thoughts

and experiences (Volkova et al., 2021). The decision-making and support processes in an

inclusive educational setting should involve all role-players equally. Thus, it is necessary to

develop a cooperative partnership based on similar values, respect, open communication,

common goals, and consideration of cultural differences (Nel et al., 2016). However, it
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is important to critically reflect on hierarchies and their influence on decision-making, for

example, when professionals from medicine and education work together (Bauer, 2019).

Beyond the individual school, this is also linked to different approaches in educational

leadership in the broader context: Is there an orientation towards distributed leadership like

in the Finnish context (Heikka & Suhonen, 2019)? Or are school leaders more likely to act as

the lonesome player though ideas of distributed leadership arise like in Austria (Pham-Xuan

& Amman, 2020)? Hence, it is important to look “beyond the school gate” (Ainscow et al.,

2012: 206). By way of example, we next focus on support structures on a regional level in

Austria.

Support Structures on the Regional Level: The Austrian Departments of Inclusion,
Diversity, and Special Education (FIDS)

In Austria, multidisciplinary teamwork in schools is highly influenced by the development of

support structures on the regional level. The ratification of the UN CRPD in 2008 in Austria

results in far-reaching changes for the Austrian education system. One of the central

measures was the anchoring of inclusive model regions (Federal Ministry for Education

and Woman, 2015) in three federal states of Austria (Tyrol, Steiermark, Kärnten). The

plan was to gradually convert the special school system into an inclusive system through

implementing a new support system and thus increase the integration rate at all Austrian

schools (BMASGK, 2012: 65). From the beginning, these so-called Pedagogical Advisory

Centres had the task to “provide, coordinate, advise and support inclusive education,

especially special education, in their areas of responsibility to teachers who teach students

with Special Education Needs or with disabilities in general schools. The form of support

depends on the support needs of individual students and on the already developed inclusive

quality of the class or school” (BMBF, 2015: 6). Multidisciplinary collaboration with key

pedagogical and other actors has been a central concern of this reform from the beginning.

The schools and the teachers should receive diverse support in the implementation of

inclusive education and support in networking (with all relevant pre-school, post-school and

out-of-school support systems).

Due to the education reform 2017/18 (Bundesministerium für Bildung, Wissenschaft und

Forschung, 2017), the previous special education agendas of the Pedagogical Advisory

Centres were transferred throughout Austria to the new federal-state authority “Education

Directorate” and expanded to coordinate inclusive education. In each education directorate,

a Pedagogical Service Department has been set up, which, in addition to quality

management, cooperation in education controlling and pedagogical expertise in teaching

staff management, is responsible for the overall management of inclusion, diversity issues

and special needs education. Therefore, since 2018, diversity managers control the

department and are professionally supported by pedagogical consultants (regional

teachers). With the implementation of the concept at hand, the performance of the

educational system with regard to its inclusion capacity is to be increased and the
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necessary support for each individual child with his or her individual support needs is to be

ensured. In addition, experts from school psychology and regional personnel management

are available for multidisciplinary co-operation in the educational region.

The new Department for Inclusion, Diversity and Special Education (FIDS) takes over the

following tasks in the regions: Determination of (special educational) needs, provision of

expertise in the field of inclusion, diversity and special education, participation in regional

education monitoring, support of schools in all questions of inclusion/diversity/special

education, support of transition processes, concept development of individual questions,

parent counselling as well as networking with other school and non-school institutions

(Lang, 2023). For these tasks, the FIDS have counselling teachers with different training who

cover different areas: learning, behaviour, inclusion counselling, language education and

language support. The guidance counsellors pursue the central goal of supporting all those

involved in the school system in terms of inclusive teaching development (Lang, 2023).

There are also other counselling teachers with a focus on physical and sensory disabilities

(Lang, 2012).

School counselling addresses precisely the question of how lessons can be designed

so that all children and young people can develop their individual talent potential and

participate in both the educational process and the social processes at school? The

individual needs of pupils are considered with regard to the existing conditions in the school

and class, whereby systemic solution-oriented counselling is assumed here (Lang, 2023).

Key Aspect 4: Reflective Practices to Enhance Multidisciplinary Teamwork

As multidisciplinary teamwork is a complex endeavour, reflexivity is of great importance.

Next, we focus on the relevance of reflective practices with regard to enhancing

multidisciplinary teamwork. After this, we provide two examples for reflective practices.

Relevance of Reflective Practices

Teaching professionals operate within a framework characterised by constant changes and

challenges. Teachers face a complex environment that encompasses cognitive, emotional,

affective, and relational needs at both individual and group levels. Decision-making in

teaching occurs in unique and unpredictable situations, blurring the line between theory and

practice and influencing the overall teaching experience. These changes redefine didactic

planning and the teacher’s role, shifting from someone who follows pre-established models

to a professional who observes the learning environment and employs strategies to achieve

predetermined objectives (Crotti, 2017).

Teaching practice is not simply a set of observable actions and reactions, but rather a

complex network of relationships in which choices and decisions are made. The choices

are influenced by conduct, languages, rules, objectives, and strategies that form the

professional community’s “know-how” in teaching. In the face of classroom complexity,
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teachers often need to make rapid decisions. It is thus essential to accompany these

decisions with meta-reflection, a form of “reflection-for-action”. This type of critical

reflection extends beyond difficult or unexpected situations and also encompasses routine

situations perceived as problematic. It involves understanding one’s experiences within the

social context and utilising acquired knowledge for future practice. This is why reflection

makes it possible to generate new skills and new expertise, since through a professional

research and development programme teachers can gradually increase the ability to

understand their work and as a result, improve it (Stenhouse, 1975).

As reflective professionals (Martins et al., 2015; Schon, 1983), teachers need spaces to

reflect on their own professional identity and the contexts in which they are working. Schon

(1983) identified two types of reflection in professional education: reflection-in-action and

reflection-on-action. The first one allows teachers to reshape the activity on which they are

working while it is unfolding, and it helps to reflect on unpredicted experiences so as to

generate both a new understanding and a change in the situation. The second one concerns

reflecting on an experience after it has occurred, in order to understand what happened and

why they acted as they did.

Establishing communities of practice within the professional context allows reflection

to operate collectively, bringing together experiences, history, culture, and shared language

to find solutions to complex situations. Reflection in teamwork improves the exchange

of knowledge and raises new understandings. Moreover, the multidisciplinary perspective

enhances collaborative processes orientated towards seeking strategies with the

awareness of working for (and with) all members of the community, students, parents,

teachers and other professionals (Cadei, Deluigi & Pourtois, 2016). There are numerous

reflection practices in teamwork: below three examples with a multidisciplinary perspective

are described.

Two Examples for Reflective Practices in Multidisciplinary Teamwork

1. Reflective Thinking in Multidisciplinary Teamwork

Reflective thinking plays a crucial role in multidisciplinary teamwork, particularly when

sharing tacit knowledge across different professions. These aspects need to be explicit and

shared among team members.

Knowledge of professionals include:

• personal knowledge

• values

• attitudes

• beliefs

• experiences
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• theories

• philosophical-ethical elements

Reflective conversations among team members facilitate this process, allowing for the

exploration and articulation of personal knowledge. Developing a multidisciplinary practical

theory requires communication between implicit personal elements and conscious

theoretical elements. Through this approach professionals with different backgrounds can

detect differences between languages, concepts, working cultures, roles and identities.

The process of reflection, as Lakkala et al. stated (2017), has different stages and it

begins with descriptive reflection, where team members identify a problem that needs

to be addressed. Initially, the problem may seem ambiguous or undefined. Emotions and

thoughts related to the problem are then examined, and it is framed within a conceptual

framework.

Framing the experience enables team members to compare different aspects and

questions related to the problem, referred to as comparative reflection. Multidisciplinary

teamwork often involves tension and challenges, but it is important to acknowledge that

conflicts between concrete experiences and analytic discussions are inherent to the

learning process. By creating an atmosphere that allows dilemmas to surface, team

members can reach a transformative point where they gain a broader understanding of the

problem or reframe it through critically reflective analysis. The final phase of the reflective

process is planning, where new solutions are sought and tested. This stage involves

generating ideas and strategies to address the identified problem. Through this iterative

process of reflection and action, multidisciplinary teams can enhance their collaboration

and problem-solving abilities.

2. Supervision

One important reflective practice to enhance multidisciplinary teamwork is supervision:

The conjunctive key words in various definitions of supervision are learning, reflection and

development (Ērgle & Rutka, 2016). According to Wiles (1967) supervision is the assistance

of an external expert in the development of a better teaching learning situation. Moreover,

as said by Goldhammer, Anderson and Krajeski (1980), supervision is supportive of teacher

growth since it stimulates the professional development, influences teacher’s behaviour

in the classroom and fosters the selection, development, use, and evaluation of good

instructional approaches and materials.

Providing supervision at school can foster shared reflection on the changes observed

in class, in which the highlighted dynamics became the subject of reflection from multiple

views that were heterogeneous but at the same time, from a single community. The

mediation of an external education professional also makes possible to channel shared

views into strategies for new designs for the method, in line with the context of reference
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and its characteristics, in a virtuous circle of theory and practice that considers micro

locations and specific skills, as well as opportunities and critical aspects. It is also a space

in which to go further, where teachers use time away from bureaucratic issues to deal with

educational stresses and the challenges connected to the class and the specific needs of

individuals. Supervision spaces represent the chance to exchange knowledge and planning,

to enable meta-reflection, to review actions in terms of their own reflected image and as

a result, to recognise and appreciate the images of students with their differences and

identities (Cuccu, 2022).

Supervision can be divided into steps as follow:

Figure 3: Phases of Supervision

Source: Zanchettin, 2009

Key Aspect 5: Multidisciplinary Teamwork in Pre-service and
In-service Teacher Education

For academia to acknowledge that it dominates the design and the process of

implementation of teacher education today (Zeichner, 2018, 2022) is a crucial step forward
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to understanding what funds of knowledge are usually left out and how they could fill the

gaps that appear later in teachers’ careers. This is neither an easy fix nor a fast one, which

makes it complex and even messy at times. A multi-year and multi-layered approach to

working along existing teams and learning to build new multidisciplinary teams is realistic

and is precisely what we should aim for in the future of teacher education and for a

more collaborative future of education research. (The Collaborative Education Research

Collective, 2023)

Students acquire competencies to develop and implement inclusive practices in

multidisciplinary teams. The training of future teachers is confronted with the challenge of

implementing the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, (United Nations,

2006), also in the field of education. Student teachers also see themselves obliged to meet

these requirements and in doing so encounter a school system that is in the middle of

a transition process. The associated paradigm shift within teacher training is therefore of

great importance, because an inclusive school system requires educators who are able to

co-operate in a team and who do not (any longer) take on the role of lonesome player.

Against the background of these developments in society as a whole, the professional

profile of teachers is also changing in the sense that networked and cooperative work by

all “education professionals” (European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education,

2022: 18) is of central importance in order to meet the demands of inclusive education:

“Teachers do not work in isolation, nor do they work in homogeneous groups of teachers.

Inclusive practice is performed by teams of diverse professionals. Therefore, a broader

perspective is needed to prepare and support school staff and school professional

networks to implement and sustain inclusive practice” (ibid., :18). (See chapter on

“Teamwork in the classroom”)

Designing Initial Teacher Education at University of Innsbruck (Austria)

The teaching model of the University of Innsbruck (Austria) attempts to form a new teacher

personality for the current challenges. The focus is on establishing a professional ethos

that considers cooperation with different actors in the school system as enriching and

profitable in order to be able to professionally meet the diverse needs of the students

(Sonntag, 2023). The teaching concept implies close cooperation with different actors in

the educational landscape at Tyrol/Austria (Department of Inclusion, Diversity and Special

Education of the Tyrol Directorate of Education, inclusion educators, and guidance

counsellors) in order to prepare prospective students for this. In addition, the concept

offers a wealth of opportunities for personal discussion, which in the context of a seminar-

accompanying learning diary stimulates the basis for the students’ self-reflective learning.

The seminar is characterised by a variety of methods: in addition to more classical

teaching-learning methods (impulse lectures, literature studies, seminar discussions and

group work), there are also teaching methods that contribute in particular to students’
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personal development (work with the so-called learning diary). Teaching methods that

enable a concrete interlocking of scientific theories with professional practice (work phases

with external experts or actors from the educational landscape) as well as teaching

methods that are research-oriented (qualitative interviews in the form of group discussions

at the end of the course, qualitative evaluation of the learning diaries) and represent an

important link between teaching and research.

The aim of the learning diaries is to encourage students to engage in “deep learning”

(Bräuer, 2016: 22) through a continuous reflection process. On the one hand, regular written

follow-up and reflection should enable deeper insights into the seminar content covered.

On the other hand, this procedure also creates opportunities to elaborate and reflect on

the individual learning process. In this respect, these “knowledge stocks […] form a basis

for the formation of schemata and scripts relevant to professional practice” ( te Poel,

Schlag, Lischka-Schmidt, Wittek, Hartung-Beck & Bauer 2022: 125). The focus is primarily

on aspects that are subjectively particularly significant for the students.

Prospective teachers need (specialist) knowledge about different professional groups,

structures, theories, models, and concepts of cooperation in schools, about local

supporting guidance structures and actors or institutions. They need communication skills

to build trusting networks and effective cooperation. Empathy and willingness to adopt

perspectives are a prerequisite.

Case-based Approaches in Pre-service and In-service Teacher Education:
Reflecting on (Re-)Producing Differences in Multidisciplinary Teams

Within the project “Reflection, Achievement & Inclusion. “ Please see link to website here

https://www.uni-frankfurt.de/103948295/Reflexion__Leistung___Inklusion A qualitative

study was conducted at two comprehensive schools and two advanced secondary schools

(‘Gymnasien’). Based on this, materials for case-based approaches for both pre-service

were developed (Arndt et al., 2021) and in-service teacher education (Lau & Lübeck, 2021).

In one workshop of continuous professional development general and special education

teachers of one school participated, including the one who is leading the educational stage

group and the one who is responsible for the school’s concept on inclusive education.

During the workshop professionals discussed general and special education teachers’

collaboration in student assessment which led to critically reflecting on their current

teaching concepts and practices. For instance, they had introduced using a specific room

as a flexible way for individual students to work outside the classroom based on their

situation-specific needs. However, during the workshop professionals critically reflect on

their observation that this room was now used for the pull-out of students with special

needs: Students with special needs were pulled out of the classroom during the lessons to

provide instruction for them. Professionals started to share first ideas on how to change

this structure and practices to provide more flexible support for all students (Lau et al.,

2021).
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The use of pull-out strategies varies across context and also within schools (Arndt &

Werning, 2016; Scruggs et al, 2007). As there is a risk of stigmatisation for students who

are pulled out often, pull-out is a good example to demonstrate why it is important to

reflect on the (unintended) consequences of division of task and responsibility within a

multidisciplinary team. One possible starting point is to take a closer look at students’

perspectives within cased-based approaches in teacher education.

Example for Casuistic Material: Student’s Perspective

At one comprehensive school, in 6th grade, the student Tim was interviewed. The

interviews were conducted in German. We refer to a translated and slightly shortened

version (see for the original excerpt from the interview: Arndt et al., 2021:11). The

interviewer who also conducted participant observation refers to students who sometimes

work in a small group and ask Tim about it. Tim states:

“In the small group, it’s something quite different from the large group. You understand

much faster and better in the small group, because […] it’s the four of us and Mrs. Peters

[special education teacher] explains everything individually. If you need help, it takes only

one or two minutes or like thirty seconds.”

Tim explains that they are taught separately (‘to be outside’) in the main subjects like

Maths, German lessons and English. They work on teaching and learning material which

is easier compared to the one of the students within the (main) classroom. Tim prefers to

work in the “large” (main) classroom or group. The interviewer asks if Tim can explain why.

Tim tells:

“Because it’s much better in the large [main] classroom. […] The teacher also explains

really well. I rather prefer to stay inside. […] If we are in the small group […], well I don’t know,

but I want to be in the large/main group. […] Because the ones in the large group will have

more success. They will get a Realschulabschluss […] or […] Gymnasialabschluss.

Asked about the small group, Tim adds: “And in the small group, we can only get a

Hauptschulabschluss”. Tim refers to different school leaving certificates in the German

stratified school system: “Hauptschulabschluss” refers to the general education leaving

certificate after 9th grade (lower secondary school). “Realschulabschluss” refers to the

general school leaving certificate after 10thgrade, “Gymnasialabschluss” refers to the

Abitur which is the secondary school leaving certificate after 12/13 years and general

higher education entrance qualification.

What is your first impression when you read about this?

How does Tim characterise the “small” and the “large/main” group?

Based on interviews with students on primary level, Laubner (2014) refers to special

education teachers as ‘highlighting the difference’ (by pulling-out students with special

needs). Take this as a starting point for discussing potential unintended consequences of

roles and responsibilities in multidisciplinary teams.

Engaging with students’ views (Messiou, 2019) can form a starting point to reflect on

unintended consequences and (re)producing of difference in multidisciplinary teamwork.
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As classrooms are not only sites of responding to differences, but also of (re)producing

differences with regard to intersecting “difference categories” (Plösser & Mecheril, 2012:

797), reflecting on constructions of differences in pre-service and in-service teacher

education is important with respect to multidisciplinary teamwork. Multidisciplinary

teamwork can also be characterised by underlining tensions if (specialist) support is linked

to certain “target groups”, especially in funding (Moser, 2017). Based on a qualitative study

on multidisciplinary collaboration in Denmark, Hansen et al. (2020) raise questions on direct

forms of provision in which the specialist works directly with the child as well as indirect

forms in which the specialist works directly with the teacher and indirectly supports the

child.

A Closer Look at Example Case I: Finnish Early Childhood Education
– Multidisciplinary by Design

The Finnish ECEC is multidisciplinary by design: it was initially under the Ministry of Social

Affairs and Health until 2013, which has influenced how the daily teamwork and leadership

of early childhood is still organised today (Kinos, 2008). Known as Educare or ECEC (Early

childhood education and care), it strongly relies on multidisciplinary teamwork ideology and

comprises care, education, and teaching, seen as an open care or community care system.

Groups of multi-skilled professionals are involved in a child-centred task together (Solvason

& Winwood, 2022): early childhood healthcare services, primary healthcare, specialised

medical care, developmental disability services, and social services, are all highly involved

in a wide range of activities in the child’s life to support the flow of ECEC and other aspects

of life (Äikäs & Pesonen, 2022).

Early interventions can influence the entire life of a child. Early years are recognised as

being critical times when children’s development depends on various factors and when with

the intentional help of daycare professionals, children’s and families’ safety and well-being

can be considerably increased and supported accordingly. A multidisciplinary team, with a

larger array of qualifications and perspectives, is more prone to provide profiled support, for

example, for families with special needs, as well as guide them to attend child guidance

clinics or other special services (Pölkki & Vornanen, 2016). Therefore, what better time than

early years for multidisciplinary teams to work collaboratively to influence the beginning of

the story, so that they can influence the whole story? (Belloni, 2019).

Pedagogical and Welfare Professionals and their Qualifications

The regular contact staff in ECEC consists of Pedagogical professionals and Welfare

professionals (Onnismaa, 2017):

• Kindergarten Teacher (Lastentarhanopettaja)
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• Social Welfare Worker (Sosionomi)

• Practical Nurse/ Nursery Nurse (Lähihoitaja)

• Children’s Instructor/Childcare Worker (Lastenohjaaja)

• Special Education Teacher (Erityislastentarhanopettaja or Varhaiskasvatuksen

erityisopettaja)

• Special Needs Assistant (Avustaja)

Other professionals that might supplement the needs of the regular contact staff can be

kindergarten teachers who become specialised in one particular, for example:

• Finnish as a second language teachers (can be dedicated to one daycare or can

travel in between daycares to support children with cultural and linguistic diverse

backgrounds)

• Curriculum developers (who are dedicated to one daycare and help improve their

curriculum)

• Psychologists

• Therapists (e.g., Speech, Art)

The minimum qualification requirements for ECEC staff in Finland varies a lot.

Approximately 30% of all employees have tertiary-level education. The highest level of

training is required to become:

• a Kindergarten Teacher – Bachelor’s degree of 3 years of university training

specialising in early childhood education

• a Social Welfare Worker – Bachelor’s degree of 3½ years higher education institution

(polytechnic) specialising in social services

• a Special Education Teacher (early childhood) – 1-year postgraduate university study

route in special needs education following qualification as Kindergarten Teacher

(university route) and 2 years work experience as Kindergarten Teacher

All three are core practitioners with group responsibilities and can also be centre heads

(Ministry of Education and Culture, 2017).

It is important to mention that as part of their studies in education, future kindergarten

teachers study Pedagogical leadership and multidisciplinary cooperation (University of

Helsinki, 2023), and then during their workplace learning they become acquainted with

administration and working as a member of multidisciplinary teams and networks. So,

becoming an active member of a multidisciplinary team is highly regarded in Finland and is

given space and time to be studied and practised even before being a qualified EC teacher.

Approximatively 70% of the Finnish ECEC staff has vocational training, which is required

for:
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• Practical Nurse/ Nursery Nurse (3 years upper secondary vocational qualification in

social welfare and health care)

• Children’s Instructor/Childcare Worker (3 years upper secondary vocational

qualification in childcare, education, and family welfare)

• Special Needs Assistant (Recommended: 1–2 years vocational training)

The first two are qualified co-workers and the last one is a non-qualified co-worker.

Roles and Responsibilities

Some of the Kindergarten teachers’ responsibilities are: teaching the group; creating

individual study plans and following their implementation in co-operation with the

educational team; evaluating and developing the culture of the whole educational

community; multidisciplinary and networked cooperation between the school, the health

service and the with the health care and special services for children, especially when this

cooperation is related to the child’s development and learning issues; cooperating with

families; developing practices that enable parents to participate in the development of early

childhood education and care activities; communicating the pedagogical activities of the

group.

Some of the ECE social worker’s responsibilities are working closely with families to

promote the child’s well-being and networking between families; being familiar with the

network, services, and practices of municipal and provincial family services; being able to

guide families in various situations requiring support at a low threshold; supporting other

staff in the educational community in this area of specific responsibility.

The EC special education teachers can be consultants or group supervisors. They are

specialists in planning and assessing the identification of a child’s need for support and

assessment of the child’s needs, and to take these into account in the activities of the child,

the group, the adults, and the day nursery. They are also experts in the development of

learning environments and pedagogy.

Some of the Nursery Nurses’ responsibilities include having a sensitive interaction with

children and focusing in particular on the overall well-being and health of the children, while

working in partnership with families in the area of responsibility.

For multidisciplinary teams to work well, the roles of each professional group are

mentioned in the Act on Early Childhood Education and Care (540/2018), so that the so-

called ‘everyone does everything’ culture is avoided (Onnismaa, 2017).

The above-mentioned professionals are not the only ones who can contribute to the

success of appropriate care, education, and teaching in Finnish education. Based on the

children’s needs (Douglas, 2020), the expertise of the multidisciplinary teams requires

flexible arrangements and continuous collaboration within the community.

For example, when working with culturally diverse children and their families, the ECEC
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team might require some language support from interpreters, in which case, for some

specific time, speakers of various languages Somali and Arabic join in and provide the

permanent team with language support. Moreover, with young children who don’t speak

Finnish at all, or are just starting with it, at the municipal level, it is decided which

kindergarten teachers focus their daily activity exclusively on teaching Finnish as a second

language. In such cases, kindergarten teachers move from one group to another and from

one daycare to another to cover as many children who need support as possible. Currently,

these teachers are not specialised in universities to be second language teachers, but they

go through ongoing professional development courses in order to learn more about the

most effective interventions and discuss with researchers how they can turn theory into

practice.

Good interaction and cooperation among multidisciplinary team members working in ECE

is the basis for the process (Salminen, 2017). Since Finnish ECE staff come from different

educational backgrounds and form a multidisciplinary community (Kangas & Ukkonen-

Mikkola, 2019) they need to build a learning community in which all members learn from

each other and develop community action (Kinos, 2008). When the ECEC team members

have sometimes more, sometimes less, or no ECE training, pedagogical leadership is highly

awaited by kindergarten teachers in Finland (Kahila et al., 2020).

Considering their training profile, their pedagogical and curriculum design responsibility,

kindergarten teachers in Finland lead the planning, assessment, and development of

pedagogy, and at the same time, they also engage their multidisciplinary colleagues in the

process, so that everyone works together to achieve the learning goals set for every child.

(Harju-Luukkainen et al., 2022). These exchanges of ideas and perspectives are planned

and usually take place during the weekly team meetings, when kindergarten teachers

initiate and enhance the reflection of the daily practices among the team members, bringing

up topics that they find important. It is crucial that all members of the team are present, they

are all heard, and their ideas are taken into consideration, and that everyone learns with and

from everyone, by complementing one another’s views and daily work.

As a result of such meetings, the kindergarten teachers can observe that it would be

useful, for example, to develop various practices, or create a more systematic

documentation of their practices. Agreeing on and verbalising the goals makes these goals

more visible in the planning and in the practices of the entire multidisciplinary team.

Challenges and Support in Multidisciplinary Teamwork

In the absence of professional trust between different groups (Ekins, 2015), when

competition between groups, rather than co-operation predominates (Rose & Norwich,

2014), or when “implicit professional hierarchy” between team members with different

levels of qualifications and status takes over (Hood, 2015) instead of the greater good for

the group, the big picture, and the benefits for the children (Herbert & Broomfield, 2019)
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– multidisciplinary teams cannot function. It is important to know that and to be aware of

the human ego that can come in the way of successful multidisciplinary teams. Everyone

in the team contributes to a fruitful or fruitless collaboration. Everyone’s expertise as well

as appreciating the expertise of others, and feeling valued as well as valuing others, are

key components of a nurturing environment for multidisciplinary collaboration (Solvason &

Winwood, 2022).

As mentioned earlier when challenges on individual and team level were discussed,

similar challenges can be observed in the Finnish context as well. We must acknowledge

the fact that sometimes it can be hard for multidisciplinary teams to come to an agreement.

Take for example a recent study by Savolainen et al. (2021) about how multidisciplinary

collaboration in children’s mental health promotion functions in Finland. More than half

of the about 500 professionals who took part in the study were not satisfied with the

multidisciplinary collaboration between their organisation and child psychiatric services.

They referred to the lack of ‘clear operating models and agreed guidelines,’ besides low

financial and human resources needed to focus their attention on the needs of children

with psychiatric symptoms. Some of the ECEC teachers felt that they were alone with the

problems encountered with symptomatic children and did not get occupational counselling,

though they felt they needed it. In such cases, cross-sectoral collaboration can be affected

by the lack of technical solutions and coordination across the service systems required by

multidisciplinary collaboration (Äikäs et al., 2022; Savolainen et al., 2021).

What would then help in such cases? One possibility is ECEC professional training

(Bricker et al., 2022), but also for multidisciplinary team members to take part in

multidisciplinary education (Fox et al. 2018; Labrague et al., 2018), for them to acquire

the competencies needed in collaborative practice (interprofessional communication, or

appreciation of interprofessional team roles). The realistic description of individual and

multidisciplinary team competence is that in the negative scenario, when the children’s

situation is experienced as challenging, the responsibility lies with the professional alone

to identify and organise significant support, but in the positive scenario, it is heavily

collaborative (Äikäs et al., 2022).

For multidisciplinary teams to work, cultural factors should also be regarded. Considering

that Finland has been identified as a country of low power distance and equalitarian

culture, it is common that the dynamics within the ECEC multidisciplinary teams to involve

open and frank discussions, backed by confidentiality and humour, which leads to an

overall atmosphere of collegial trust, support, and cooperation. Especially when teams

are composed of experienced teachers, shared leadership is quite common and is based

on strong collaboration between teachers, which helps support their leadership

responsibilities.

When the multidisciplinary teams are effective, this will only benefit children and their

families by creating opportunities to improve multidisciplinary collaboration, which is

needed for the inclusion of all children, which is a central aim of ECE. At the same time,
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functional multidisciplinary teams increase job satisfaction and improve pedagogical

quality, for which enhancement of multidisciplinary teamwork skills is required

(Kumpulainen, 2013). Nonetheless, for multidisciplinary teams to complement each other’s

work on a daily basis, they need sufficient time to focus on specific cases or problems,

and dedicated opportunities for professional development and high-quality interaction

(Douglas, 2020).

Conclusion

Shift from “I“- to “We”-Perspective

As we read before, learning to work in a multidisciplinary team is complex and requires

a change of perspective. It is essential to switch from an “I-perspective” – the focus on

myself, my tasks, my problem, my loneliness at work if this is the feeling in one’s own

context – to a “We-perspective” and the perception of ourselves as a part of a professional

team that work together. It is an ongoing process, and it takes time.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=535#h5p-29

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

At the end of this section, we propose a method to reflect on one’s own and the other’s

strengths in educational contexts, to be more aware of personal resources and of the team.

Individual level:

Think about an educational context in which you are currently working or have worked before.

Alternatively, go back to one of the example cases in this chapter: Find three images that

represent your three main resources as a (student)teacher. You can draw them, cut them
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from a magazine or find them on internet. Then put them on a sheet of paper or on a virtual

document. Think about: What kind of resources do your images represent? In what situations

do you use these resources?

Team level:

In a group of 3-5 colleagues, share your images with the others. They should look at your

images and try to interpret the meaning. It is likely that not all interpretations will be precise,

but it is important to allow the sharing of a large number of positive characteristics connected

to the colleague(s). Afterwards, you describe your composition: My resources are… I choose

these images because…

Closing reflection: What did this activity give? What did you experience during it?
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‘TO BUILD UP A COMMUNITY’ -
COLLABORATION WITH PARENTS

Assimina Tsibidaki; Linjie Zhang; and Nico Leonhardt

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=421#oembed-1

Example Case

“I have many, many examples where we succeeded with parental involvement, but I want to

give you one example. I have worked in a community that is still very nomadic, and they keep

cattle, and it’s important for everybody in the family to participate in cattle grazing and other

chores. So, the school was having parental meetings, and they were having these meetings at

the school. The school reported to us that they have tried to bring in parents on different days

of the week, but they always had to cancel or postpone the meetings because the parents

wouldn’t come. So, when they approached my research team, asking how they should handle

the issue, we asked them, how about doing this meeting in the community, which is about 50

kilometres from the school, and asking the parents what time would suit them for the

meeting? The very first meeting they held in the community, they had almost 100% attendance

(except for those who had responsibilities of going to find the lost cattle and so on), because

the parents decided on the time of the meeting, felt at home in the community and felt free to

speak in their language. The school reported to us that it was the first time that they had this

kind of attendance and this kind of involvement. So, I think it is very important to first consult

with the parents who you want to involve and to give them a choice about the time and how

the meeting should occur. In my country, “parents” are not only the biological parents of the

learners. Parents can be community members; a parent can be in the form of an uncle; they

can be older siblings and so on. They say that if they had this kind of meeting at the school,
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they wouldn’t even have a place big enough to host the parents. But in the community,

everybody attended because you qualified to be a parent. That’s my story.”

Cynthy Haihambo, Lecturer, University of Namibia

Initial questions

• Why is collaboration between parents and schools essential in fostering an inclusive

educational environment?

• What are the main barriers that prevent effective parent-teacher collaboration, and

how can schools address them?

• How do cultural and socioeconomic factors influence parental involvement in their

children’s education?

• What strategies or models are discussed in the chapter to enhance meaningful

partnerships between schools and parents?

• How can schools shift from a teacher-centered approach to a more community-

based model of collaboration with parents?

Introduction to Topic

Collaboration with parents constitutes a process that requires a personal commitment

based on a clear rationale and a high level of collective and personal self-efficacy. This

commitment, honours the diverse structures and backgrounds of the families, employs

real communication skills, provides curricula and problem-solving solutions that are aligned

with the parents’ and students’ goals and occurs within a parent-driven relationship (Porter,

2008). Successful home-school collaboration is more about how individuals share their

work, and it is characterised by voluntariness, mutual goals, parity, shared responsibility for

critical decisions, joint accountability for outcomes, and shared resources (Friend & Cook,

2017).

This chapter aims to explore the importance of teacher-parent collaboration in inclusive

education. In particular, it highlights what it means to collaborate, working with parents,
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and the key barriers and risks in collaboration. Finally, it seeks to provide key principles and

examples of effective and efficient home-school collaboration.

It is worth mentioning that this chapter is based on the philosophy of inclusive education,

focusing on human relations, and its main goal is to create an inclusive school and an

inclusive society.

Key aspects

The meaning of collaboration with parents

The term “collaboration” is of high value and quality. A common definition of collaboration

is a partnership to achieve a common goal or a set of goals. It refers to a reciprocal dynamic

process that occurs among systems, schools or classrooms, and/or individuals who share

decision-making toward common goals, solutions and decisions in order to support student

success (Cowan et al., 2004; Gerdes et al., 2022; Minch et al., 2023; Witte et al., 2021).

Collaboration is characterised by voluntary, co-equal, and authentic partnerships between

parents and teachers (Cox, 2005 as cited in Minch et al., 2023).

The importance of good parent-teacher collaboration has been well documented. More

specifically, promoting collaboration in education improves children’s academic and social

outcomes, both in early education and beyond (Castro et al., 2004). When collaboration

is focused on improving the well-being of children and adolescents, decades of research

show that children benefit. Benefits include improved academic, social, behavioural and

mental health outcomes (Witte et al., 2021). The collaboration continuum describes the

three dimensions of co-work as cooperation, coordination and collaboration (McNamara,

2012).

Collaboration with parents constitutes a process that requires a personal commitment

based on a clear rationale and a high level of collective and personal self-efficacy. This

commitment honours the diverse structures and backgrounds of families, employs real

communication skills, provides curricula and problem-solving solutions that are aligned

with the parents’ and students’ goals and occurs within a parent-driven relationship (Barker

& Harris, 2020; Jorgenson, 2023; Porter, 2008). Successful home-school collaboration is

more about how individuals share their work, and it is characterised by voluntariness,

mutual goals, parity, shared responsibility for critical decisions, joint accountability for

outcomes, and shared resources (Friend & Cook, 2017).

Various theoretical models for fostering cooperation and collaboration between parents

and educators are delineated and scrutinised within the academic literature, utilising a

range of adaptable frameworks (Sadownik & Višnjić Jevtić, 2023). Among the most

prevalent models are (Figure 1):

1. The expert model portrays parents as passive recipients of professional expertise.
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2. The transplant model endeavours to harness parental involvement by viewing parents

as executors of received expertise and guidance.

3. The consumer model positions parents as rational and well-informed decision-makers,

while educators serve as purveyors of information and facilitators of various

educational options.

4. The empowerment model aims to promote collaborative decision-making and upholds

the right of educators to create the necessary framework (Dale, 2008).

5. The negotiating model promotes a partnership characterised by shared

responsibilities. This model emphasises negotiation to reach mutual decisions and

resolve any disagreements that may arise. Negotiation may result in a consensus

or disagreement, and the model advocates for adaptable roles and mutually agreed-

upon outcomes. It underscores the valuable and distinct contributions of both parents

and educators, asserting that their differing perspectives are essential for fostering

successful collaborations that yield positive outcomes for the child (Abed, 2014).

6. The partnership model underscores the importance of collaborative decision-making

and shared accountability (Hornby, 1989; 2011).

These models address diverse aspects and dynamics inherent in parent-teacher

relationships, underscoring the necessity of tailoring approaches to suit specific contextual

nuances and requirements (Sadownik & Višnjić Jevtić, 2023).

Figure 1: The models of parent-teacher collaboration
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Aiming to meet the increasingly demanding tasks of parents as well as the complex

requirements of school learning, a common understanding of collaboration is needed

(Walper, 2021, 343). In the sense of inclusive education, it is about the design of inclusive

learning and living spaces for pupils and a networked cooperation of many actors,

especially parents and teachers. To reach the students, to get to know their situation,

their lifeworld’s, we have to see parents or families as partners in education (Leonhardt

et al., 2024, in press). We have to integrate parents into the school communication and

relationship culture (Werning & Avci-Werning, 2021). An inclusive understanding of school

and education not only ties school success to an increase in performance but also aims

at the well-being of the students. This requires a systemic view of schools and students.

This means that collaboration is not a bilateral negotiation, but rather the building of a

community that includes teachers, parents and the social space of the school. This process

is challenged by various aspects (see Section 3). Above all, however, it is to recognise the

school as a powerful system (Leonhardt et al., 2023; Liebel 2020), especially in order to take

into account the mentioned and necessary exclusion analysis.

The idea is not just to bring students with differences into the system, it is more a

question about educational justice from a human rights-based perspective. In this sense,

inclusive processes are always connected with a continuous determination of the

438 | ‘TO BUILD UP A COMMUNITY’ - COLLABORATION WITH PARENTS



relationship between inclusive and exclusive aspects (Oldenburg, 2021). For that, it is

important to always analyse different kinds of exclusion also.

We must think about different kinds of aspects of school (like classes, social interaction,

pedagogical relations…) and if they are really inclusive. We must also think about this for

the parents. In this inclusive understanding, school is like a learning organisation and so it

is important to integrate this thinking into school development processes.

International studies show that parents play a significant role in school learning success

(Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003; Jeynes, 2005, 2007, 2011; Kruschel et al. 2023; Textor,

2009,). However, it is not so much ‘passive’ or formalised formats of parent collaboration

that lead to student success (Pomerantz et al., 2007). Rather, the active participation of

parents is central to creating successful learning environments and inclusive educational

spaces for students (Sacher, 2013; Schwaiger & Neumann 2011). This is therefore central

to the design of inclusive school development processes. Also, in relation to collaboration

with parents, it is important to approach different levels together in order to uncover and

reflect on possible exclusion processes.

Different backgrounds of parents and how these influence the collaboration

Research shows that parents, despite all their differences, share a multitude of perspectives

and commonalities (Müller, 2014). Many parents are mostly satisfied with inclusive forms

of learning if the necessary equipment is provided (ibid.). However, when it is about

inclusion, it is not just the students who are very diverse, the parents are also. There

are more parents with many different backgrounds. At the same time, there are many

connecting aspects with parents that need to be considered. The ‘old’ ways of thinking

about parents or collaboration doesn’t fit anymore, especially in inclusive schools.

To think teachers just must inform them isn’t enough. The lifeworld and the biography of

families are very different, so we need to create different ways of working together. These

different family backgrounds have a huge impact on the types of parent collaboration. For

example, research shows that social background has an influence on successful education

(see below). What is their experience and connections to school? What do they know about

the school system? Those are just some of the questions that are very much related to

teacher-parent collaboration. Also, other kinds of experience and dimensions can be very

important in this case, for example, cultural, religious background or experience in relation

to the sexual orientation or experience of disability.

As the example from Namibia at the beginning made clear, in some cases it is not

exclusively the birth parents who are responsible for the students. It can also be family

members, guardians or other community members. There is a lot of diversity to be

considered in this regard also. Furthermore, in the sense of dialogue-based cooperation,

it is important not only to keep the different life worlds of the parents in mind but also to

critically and reflectively consider the previous experiences of the teachers. Expectations,
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ideas of normality, prejudices, and false ability requirements in the sense of classist or

ableist attributions can decisively shape the actions within the cooperation (see also the

chapter ‘Teacher Habitus’ or ‘Labelling’).

In the following, we would like to take this broad understanding of two dimensions

(social/cultural & disability) as examples in order to show the influence of different

backgrounds.

First dimension – social, cultural

Several studies indicate that there is an imbalance in parental participation even within the

same school (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Lareau, 2003; McNeal, 2014). Disparities in parent

inclusion and involvement are evident based on factors such as race, ethnicity, social class

affiliations and students with and without special needs (Harry & Klingner, 2014; Hill &

Tyson, 2009; Lareau, 2011). Additionally, when examining schools located in American

low-income neighbourhoods and communities as the primary focus, researchers have

frequently observed that parental engagement in school-centric activities and programs

tends to be sporadic, minimal or entirely absent (Hill & Tyson, 2009). One of the reasons

for this is that these parents are “not sufficiently perceived with their fears and concerns”

(Paseka & Killus, 2021: 180, translated).

The existing research on parent involvement in low-income school communities

highlights various intricate sociocultural and political factors that can contribute to limited

parental engagement in activities initiated or centred around the school. The Corona period

has made visible the dependence and linkage to family resources, as well as the close

connection to the perpetuation of educational inequalities (Huebener et al., 2021: 182).

Studies have shown that disparities in parental participation among different

socioeconomic groups could be attributed to the conflictive relationships and interactions

between teachers and low-income parents (Hill & Tyson, 2009; Lareau, 2013). These

interactions are frequently marked by conflicts that stem from disparities in societal status

and power (Delgado-Gaitan, 2004). Scholars in the field noted the prevalence of school-

centric and ethnocentric communication patterns within the interactions between teachers

and parents, which can further exacerbate these conflicts (Hannon & O’Donnell, 2022;

Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Additionally, recent research has raised questions about the

extent to which some low-income and ethnic minority groups could engage in institutional

processes shaped by dominant cultural norms and frames of reference (Warren & Mapp,

2011). Moreover, Henderson and Mapp (2002) emphasise the critical role of recognising

and addressing racial and cultural issues within educational institutions. Failing to

acknowledge and address these issues, especially when there are disparities in treatment

and opportunities, can reinforce racial and cultural divisions and boundaries between

schools and families (Warren & Mapp, 2011). Parents in challenging life situations are

less recognised as a resource and thus less actively involved in school (development)
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processes. At the same time, they themselves have fewer resources to become (self-

)actively involved. This problem becomes even more acute in challenging neighbourhoods

since the perception of students and parents in these areas tends to be more problem-

oriented than appreciative (Fölker & Hertel, 2015). At the same time, it is evident that

teachers are mostly middle-class-oriented, which can lead to difficulties in comprehension

and a lack of habitus sensitivity. (see chapter Teacher Habitus )

In low-income, ethnically concentrated school communities, the concept of parental

engagement seems to be both constrained and constraining. It is constrained because

of the fact that it is mostly defined and applied by educators within a relatively narrow,

yet significant, school-centred framework. Its constraining aspect arises from the fact that

parents often perceive and define the significance and roles of parental involvement beyond

the confines of the school, whereas teachers’ predominantly technical interpretations

suggest that the term might only capture a fraction of their understanding and expertise

regarding school-family interactions.

When exploring the dynamics of role construction involving both educators and parents,

parents and teachers in low-income school communities often find themselves in

conflicting roles, subsequently influencing the extent of parental involvement in educational

institutions. According to Pantić and Florian (2015), educators’ roles are typically

characterised by specificity and limitation, which promotes a more objective and impartial

assessment of children’s behaviour, development, and readiness. This perspective stands

in stark contrast to the broader and boundless viewpoint of parents, who tend to perceive

each child through the lens of their personal experiences and circumstances (Henderson

& Mapp, 2002). In summary, these marked disparities are believed to engender

discontinuities, disconnections, and cycles of blame between families and schools, with

detrimental repercussions for children, families, and educators alike (Epstein, 2018).

Second dimension – Special Educational Needs-Disability (SEND)

Example Case – “I work with children with seven kinds of disabilities and difficulties. If f I

need some kind of successful example, it should be to build an educational network which

involves us as the school. It can involve all kinds of actors that are around the child or the

young people, such as teachers, family therapists and doctors etc… We need to talk about

this because when we talk about disabilities, it is a really complicated situation. We must

have functional communication with all of these actors. I truly believe that school can play

a central role in this. It is easier to have a school in which families and therapists can go

inside and have a moment to dedicate to a particular child or a particular kind of problem.”

(Francesca Mara Santangelo, teacher for special needs education, Italy)

Collaborating with parents raising children with special educational needs and

disabilities (SEND) is essential. The collaboration process brings educators, parents, and

other specialists together to support children and adults with SEND. The goal of the
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collaboration is to ensure that students with SEND have access to the resources and

supports they need to succeed in school and life (Saikat, 2022).

It is important to note the literature confirms a range of benefits associated with effective

inclusive education (Sharma et al., 2022) and home-school collaboration for students with

and without SEND (Hehir et al., 2016). Some parents of children without SEND may object to

their children sharing a classroom with students with SEND, believing that their difficulties

or needs could impact the learning of other children (Cardona, 2006). However, parents

gain knowledge about inclusive education, they may change their perspectives and become

advocates for inclusion (Kalyva et al., 2007). Moreover, they recognise the positive effects

on their children without SEND, such as improved academic outcomes and greater

acceptance of diversity (Hehir et al., 2016).

In addition, when working with a family raising one or more children with SEND, we need

to follow a basic principle, that every family is unique. We may come across families that

have one or two parents with a disability and/or one or more children with a disability.

Disabilities vary in type and severity, so in every process of working with the family, we

should have an individualised and holistic approach (Dale, 2008; Seligman & Darling, 2007).

Collaboration with parents raising children with SEND is child-centred, providing parents

with a voice on placement services. Both parents and children participate in the decision-

making. Parents who are the most familiar with their children can contribute to a

partnership by sharing information about their children. However, before they openly

collaborate, they must trust the team (Bennie, 2023). Parents’ collaboration is not only

beneficial for children there are also possible gains for all parties (Saikat, 2022):

• Parents increase interaction with their children with SEND, become more responsive

and sensitive to their needs and more confident in their parenting skills.

• Educators acquire a better understanding of families’ culture and diversity, feel more

comfortable at work and improve their morale.

• Schools, by involving parents and the community, tend to establish better reputations

in the community.

The key components of effective collaboration in special education include:

• A common understanding of the goals of the student’s Individualised Education

Program (IEP).

• Open communication between all members of the team. This includes both verbal and

written communication.

• Respect for each other’s roles and responsibilities on the team.

• A willingness to work together towards the best interests of the student with SEND

(UNICEF, 2014).
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Main barriers to parent-teacher collaboration in inclusive education

In the context of parental co-operation within education systems, there are numerous

barriers and challenges that can vary significantly from country to country. These

differences are often rooted in distinct historical and cultural backgrounds that shape each

education system.

Please be aware that the barriers and challenges in the context of parental co-operation may differ
from country to country. For example, education systems may have very different historical

backgrounds, which are important points of reference. This can also lead to different questions and
challenges for parents in relation to inclusion. For example, in German-speaking education, which is
mostly characterised by segregation, a much bigger debate exists about whether pupils learn better
in inclusive settings than in separate classes. In other countries, where there are (almost) no special

schools, this question may be less of an issue for parents.

Despite the strong theoretical and research acknowledgement of the benefits of family-

school collaboration, there are many challenges to putting this into practice (Hornby &

Blackwell, 2018; Minch et al., 2023). The barriers related to all parties involved. The various

barriers to collaborating with parents can be considered as follows (Hornby & Blackwell,

2018; Minch et al., 2023): Societal factors (which influence the functioning of both

schools and families), individual parent and family factors, parent-teacher factors, and child

factors.

Common barriers from the parents’ perspective can include:

• Parents’ work demands and lack of time.

• Parents feeling overwhelmed and outnumbered.

• Language, cultural or socioeconomic difference.

• Parent attitudes about the school.

• Prior negative experiences with schools.

• Lack of parent education to help with schoolwork.

• Shared or complicated custodial situations.

• Limited access to technology.

• Unequal power relationship between parents with low status and mainstream cultural

values.

Common barriers from the teachers/school perspective can include:

• Limited school resources.

• School policy versus reality.

• Inflexible work schedules.

• Staff attitudes toward parents.

• Unspoken expectations about family engagement.

• Lack of parental understanding.
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• Language differences between parents and staff (IES – NCES, 1998; Parentpay Group,

2022; Understood, 2019).

• Teachers’ lack of ownership, withdrawal and scepticism caused by exclusion from

schools’ program development

Teachers lack ownership of school reform initiatives in part because they are excluded from

planning those programs. As a result, they are less likely to become involved and believe

that new reform initiatives about collaboration will result in real change (Datnow, 2020).

• Teachers’ negative attributions caused by the school’s use of incentives

Incentives for parent involvement could lead to the negative effect that teachers feel caught

in a value conflict. Even when parents get active in their children’s education, incentives

drive teachers to believe that parents do not fundamentally value education (Henderson &

Mapp, 2002).

Barriers from the children’s perspective can include:

• Children may have negative attributions of parent involvement which could lead to

difficulties when establishing positive connections between teachers and parents

(Loughran, 2008).

While parent-teacher collaboration has numerous benefits for all (parents, teachers and

children), the literature has identified a variety of beliefs, attitudes and behaviours that

act as barriers in collaboration in inclusive settings. Research has also revealed many

facilitators of teachers-parents collaboration that we will discuss in the next section.

Core principles for effective school-family collaboration in inclusive settings

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) suggested that parents usually become involved in

their children’s education when three necessary conditions and preconditions exist:

• Parents have developed a parental role that is affirming to parental involvement in

education.

• Parents have a positive sense of efficacy in helping their children succeed,

• Parents perceive positive opportunities and invitations to become involved in their

children’s school.

The following suggestions might be helpful in achieving these three conditions (Turnbull et

al., 2015):

• Communication: Teachers and parents communicate openly and honestly in a medium
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that is comfortable for the family.

• Professional competence: Teachers are highly qualified in the area in which they work,

continue to learn, and communicate high expectations for students and families.

• Respect: Teachers treat families with dignity, honour cultural diversity, and affirm

strengths.

• Commitment: Teachers are available, consistent, and try to ensure individual needs of

the learner are successfully met.

• Equality: Teachers recognise the strengths of every member of a team, share power

with parents, and focus on working together with families.

• Advocacy: Teachers focus on getting the best solution for the student in partnership

with the family.

• Trust: Teachers are reliable and act in the student’s best interest, sharing their vision

and actions with the family.

Loughran (2008) suggests that due to the diversity among parents and to best

communicate with each parent, it is necessary to:

• Communicate succinctly and clearly. Organise your thoughts ahead of time and review

written messages.

• Make clear to each one that he or she is respected and his or her participation is

encouraged.

• Be flexible, encouraging working parents to participate actively and be involved when

and where possible.

• Secure multiple methods of two-way communication: email, telephone, postal mail,

face-to-face communication and apps (for example, WhatsApp, REMIND, Blackboard,

ClassDojo, etc.) (Gerdes et al., 2022).

Lawson (2003) argues that schools play an important role with regards to building up

school-community partnerships. Schools can:

• Create a cooperate-friendly environment in which parents, children and teachers are

all involved and share equal power as well as access to resources, so that they can

positively engage with each other.

• Help to build consensus on cooperation between families and teachers.

• Provide additional support for disadvantaged families as a social service referral agent.

Finally, think of the TEAM acronym (Bennie, 2023):

T – Together E – Everyone A – Achieves M – More.

Selection of some good practice examples for successful parental
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collaboration

Example Case – “I also have many examples. One that I can share with you would probably be

about one of many Arabic families who came to Germany in 2015. I’ve been accompanying

these people from day one until the present day, and I remember the first contact was

difficult because they had a lot of expectations. There was a language barrier that we

needed to overcome and there were cultural differences also. It was very difficult for me at

first to establish a relationship because we had to work with translators. I found this very

distracting because you never have direct communication between two people, it is always

with somebody in between, no matter how nice they may be. The families started learning

German and I started learning Arabic f. It was a lovely experience because I would so to

their home for a coffee and try to learn Arabic. Not only was a learning the language but

I also seeing a different context by getting an opportunity to see the families background

and establish a different type of relationship with each other. It was really nice for them to

teach me Arabic because, of course, I made a fool of myself because I did not speak Arabic

proficiently. Of course, it is still something that we can laugh about together. In Arabic culture,

they were very apprehensive to speak German, because it is often customary to laugh at you

if you make mistakes. They found that if they made mistakes when speaking German to me,

I would not laugh, and I would not judge. That was sort of the foot in the door to establishing

this relationship. That relationship became really important in teaching them how to get by

in the German system by explaining to them how the system works and what our values and

traditions are. I also showed them what things they need to abide by. And it’s not just about

telling somebody you must do this, and you must not do this, but for them to truly understand

how it works, which is important for them to be successful. It takes many, many years to

understand all of this. I recall a lot of situations when they were very overwhelmed by the

German paperwork. You feel very vulnerable when you are in a different country, and you

cannot read or write their language, and you don’t know what to do or you have to ask for

help. They would ask me, and I would help them and I tried to establish some kind of system

with them” (Chris Carstens, secondary teacher, Germany).

There are many successful examples of collaboration with parents. Some have already

been presented at the beginning of this text. In order to gain further insight, we now want

to present more good practice examples. However, these examples have always been

developed in a specific individual and social context. The following are some examples of

best practice to give the basic ‘idea’ of collaboration.

Examples of building ‘bridges’ between school and parents

In the context of appreciative and successful parental cooperation, the extracurricular

programme of the so-called ‘bridge builders’ in Basel (Switzerland) was conceived

(Leonhardt & Kruschel, 2023). The main questions that were addressed for this project
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were, how can we reach more parents and how can a dialogue be established and

maintained?

The project has a goal-oriented effect on three levels:

• Parents: Strengthening and empowerment through information and resource-oriented

support

• Children: Increasing equal opportunities through improved parental cooperation

• Professionals: Sharing background knowledge and strengthening intercultural

competence.

The trained ‘bridge builders’ (https://www.heks.ch/was-wir-tun/brueckenbauerinnen) all

have experience in intercultural mediation and/or in parental co-operation. Together they

speak approximately 16 languages, have diverse cultural backgrounds and are themselves

very familiar with the social environment. The target groups are parents with children

in the age of pre-school to primary school. Contact is usually established through

recommendations by the school staff, parents’ evenings, participation in school

conferences or through written information channels (newsletters, press in the

neighbourhood, flyers). The central tasks of the bridge builders are:

• Meeting with the families at agreed locations, determined by the families, to support,

inform, advise and accompany them.

• Providing information and advice on educational support services.

• Accompanying them to the appropriate services or specialised agencies.

• Support in understanding forms, letters or information from schools.

• Help with orientation in the neighbourhood, for example, by providing information

about services for families with children.

• Support in contacting the school and in exchanging information with teaching and

specialist staff.

At the Burgweide school in Hamburg, so-called ‘parental mentors’

(https://www.burgweide.de/eltern-elternberatung.html) support co-operation with parents.

Parents were trained to support other parents in challenging situations. On the one hand,

this is intended to strengthen co-operation and, on the other hand, to give parents an

understanding of school. A school culture has also been developed that considers parents

who work here as part of the staff. The ‘parental mentors’ mediate between school actors

and parents by creating awareness for each other through their services. They are ‘contact

people’ and ‘networkers’ at the same time.

Concrete offers are:

• Organisation of counselling services within the framework of a parents’ café.
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• Support with applications and communication (mis)understanding, for example,

correspondence with the school.

• Organisation of further education, tailored to the parents’ living environment. These

could include language courses, digital learning formats, reading and spelling courses.

• Language translation for important development talks or training courses.

• Representation and networking in the district/social space.

• Support in catching up on qualifications (parenting school).

In Groningen (Netherlands) there is a similar type of bridge building. Whereas in Basel the

bridge builders are actors from outside the school, in the Dutch city positions are created

by teachers directly in the respective school. There are now 20 positions in a total of 12-13

schools. The so-called ‘brugfunctionaris’ (https://gemeente.groningen.nl/brugfunctionaris)

are teachers without current teaching duties with the task of intensifying co-operation

with parents. The focus is less on cultural mediation and more on school connection and

relationship building between school and parents.

The ‘brugfunctionaris’ are described by the school team as an important resource for

building a trusting relationship with parents. An important task is also to make it easier for

parents to access the school premises and to talk to them directly on site.

Further support and exchange opportunities

Some schools offer various thematic courses and training for parents. The schools offer

a wide variety of topics and focal points, also because they are very much geared to the

individual needs of the parents. Exemplary topics are:

• Parent-child courses.

• Language courses.

• First aid courses.

• Life skills.

• Digital learning media.

Some of these courses are designed to help parents better support their children in their

learning journeys. Others are designed to empower parents to acquire educational skills

themselves. These services are also supported by networking with other actors in the social

space. In this way, individual meetings take place with actors from outside the school thus

relieving the teachers at school. At the same time, parents have the opportunity to (re)gain

trust in the school. Extracurricular partners also make use of such educational offers in

order for parents to understand more educational processes.

A frequent form of easy contact is the so-called ‘parental café.’ Parents can meet at

these cafés for a certain amount of time. They have some snacks and talk about various

uncertainties and questions. This is also an opportunity for the schools to learn more about
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the needs of parents and the parents can build trust in schools and school stakeholders.

This is a way for communication to increase and gain clarification on many topics ranging

from information in letters the parents may have received to gaining a greater

understanding of the structure of the school system.

Do we actually need ‘collaboration’?

Collaboration should happen necessarily with equal evolvement of each side. Both parents

and teachers should be reflective of their predominant opinion of co-operation.

For example, some teachers perceive collaboration with parents as school-based parent

involvement. They believe that parent involvement within the school setting should primarily

aim to improve students’ learning experiences. It should contribute to students’ success by

aligning with the school’s and teachers’ requirements. From this perspective, teachers see

the welfare of students as contingent upon the presence of supportive parents and families.

Therefore, teachers’ perception of collaboration can be characterised as both children-

focused and school-centric.

Educators often perceive the importance of co-operation with parents because they

understand that success in school is frequently associated with the socioeconomic capital

and resources that parents can provide (Lareau, 2000). This perception leads teachers to

hold the view that intergenerational patterns within families are reproductive, as not all

parents possess equal ability or resources to offer the necessary support for their children’s

success in the school system (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). For instance, parents with

higher educational attainment and stable employment may have greater financial resources

to invest in educational enrichment activities, such as tutoring or extracurricular programs,

which can positively impact their children’s academic outcomes.

In contrast, families facing low educational attainment, negative social modelling, and

unemployment often find themselves in an environment characterised by hardship and

persistent educational challenges (Lareau, 2000). These challenges can perpetuate a cycle

of disadvantage and contribute to a sense of inescapability. Teachers, recognising the

influence of these external factors, do not believe that schools, or even themselves

individually, can single-handedly reverse such complex and deeply ingrained cycles of

inequality (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). This happens because teachers, influenced by the

pre-existing subconscious acceptance of social reproduction theories, tend to integrate

these beliefs into their practical approaches, resulting in specific causal chains of events

that ultimately lead to predetermined outcomes.

Some parents’ theories of action are deeply rooted in their conviction that the school

plays a pivotal role in fostering their children’s success. They believe that the school is not

only capable, but primarily responsible, for ensuring their children’s academic achievements

(Epstein, 2018). This perspective often results in an expectation that the school should

take full responsibility for their children’s learning, from providing high-quality instruction to
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addressing any challenges or obstacles their child may encounter during their educational

journey. For example, these parents might expect the school to provide extensive academic

support, such as additional tutoring or specialised interventions, if their child faces

academic difficulties. They may also look to the school to address non-academic issues,

such as behavioural or social challenges, assuming that the school should take the lead

in resolving these issues. In this regard, parents’ conceptions and strategies for parent

involvement are both child focused and community centric.

As a result, and somewhat ironically, the theories of action held by teachers and parents

exhibit a dual nature of simultaneous alignment and near contradiction. They align in

their child-centred focus, yet they diverge significantly due to teachers’ school-centric and

parents’ community-centric perspectives, which consistently lead to conflicts between

them.

These intricate (adverse) exchanges arise due to the divergence in perspectives,

conflicting knowledge frameworks, and action theories held by teachers and parents: they

have varied interpretations and understandings of the purposes and roles of parental

engagement.

School as a social institution serves as the society and has a significant role of creating

the school-community partnerships. The concept of a partnership typically implies a

collaborative relationship where individuals or groups are perceived to have equal influence

and equitable access to resources (Lareau, 2013).

It is recommended that individuals and processes should establish clear provisions when

shaping and guiding the framework for mutually beneficial school-family practices. These

provisions should consider issues such as recognising and addressing power imbalances

and dynamics. Efforts to acknowledge and respect the strengths and perspectives of

parents should be implemented without creating a division that devalues school-centred

involvement activities that can enhance children’s learning and well-being, and without

diminishing the genuine needs of teachers for meaningful support, professional growth,

and acknowledgment (Lawson, 2003). In doing so, it is possible to align teachers’ and

parents’ perceptions of collaboration, thereby reducing the disparities caused by school-

centred parental involvement.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=421#h5p-10
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Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Why is it important to collaborate with parents in inclusive education?

• In your opinion, which barrier is the most significant to teacher-parent collaboration

and how can we work with it?

• What opportunities do teachers in schools have to support parents in co-creating and

understanding structures and practices?

• What could a non-judgmental culture of dialogue and cooperation with parents in

schools look like?

• How the educational inequality could be reproduced during collaboration with parents?

How to improve that?

• Why it’s important to develop a consensus of collaboration between parents and

teachers？
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view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=661#oembed-1

Example Case

Let us start by reading about this experience of a horizontal transition and the development

of an educational network that took place in southern Italy.

Three years ago, I worked with a boy who had severe behavioural difficulties and a total lack

of control over his emotions. As you may know, the Italian school year begins in September.

From September to December, this boy had four special needs teachers, each of whom shortly

thereafter abandoned their position due to the difficulties of managing the child, his aggression,

and other behavioural issues. One day, the last support teacher to arrive called me because

she had known me for some time, and they were desperate at the school. I went to the school

and met this boy, his teachers, and his classmates. He was eight years old at the time and was

as tall as me. I had a fun and creative time with them at school. My initial goal was to build

a relationship with the young learner and gain mutual trust. This is because I strongly believe

that in any educational and care relationship, the person must be placed at the centre, with the

resources revolving around them in a harmonious manner and in dialogue.

Around the young learner, we built a network made up of the family, the school director,

the teachers, me as a pedagogist, the psychologist, the neuropsychiatrist, and the managers
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of two social communities responsible for designing personalised educational and health

interventions through laboratory and occupational activities.

For all of us, the first step was to identify the most important need of the child and his family.

In Italy, we have a very important official document, namely the community educational pact,

drawn up by all the actors involved in an educational project: the family, school staff, therapists,

and the rehabilitation and educational associations or communities involved. Within these

agreements are the educational objectives that are intended to be achieved for the well-being

of a young learner and their family.

In our case, we identified the actors involved and defined not only their roles but also the

spaces and times to develop the educational project for this child. After several conversations

with the young learner and his parents, we came to define his educational project, of which I’m

going to list only the most important features.

Political institutions made a free transport service available to the family, responsible for

accompanying the child to various places during his day: school, the rehabilitation centre,

the headquarters of an association, and finally home. Together with the head teacher, the

parents, and the health facility managers, we decided that the young learner would spend 3 to

4 hours at school with his classmates, carrying out normal teaching activities with the support

of a special needs teacher in the classroom. Then, he would be taken to the rehabilitation

centre, where he could participate in therapeutic activities to improve his behaviour and gain

emotional control. Before returning home, on some days of the week, he would take part in

educational and recreational projects with other peers at the school or at the headquarters of

other associations.

Over time, the results highlighted a reduced stress load for the family, who, having other

children, were unable to manage the entire situation, including the necessary travel. Even more

importantly, the therapeutic objectives achieved allowed for more peaceful teaching activities

in the classroom, better family management, and a greater sense of well-being for the young

learner, who never lost contact with his classmates and peers and was able to benefit from a

strong support system created with and for him.

Initial questions
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In this chapter, you will find the answers to the following questions:

• What does horizontal transition mean, and what situations does it include?

• What are the barriers to building an educational network for horizontal transitions?

• How do horizontal transitions between different educational settings (e.g., public to

private schools, or between different school districts) affect young learners’

performance and their social and emotional well-being?

• What are the primary challenges faced by schools and educators in managing

horizontal transitions, and how can these challenges be mitigated?

• What strategies and support systems are most effective in facilitating successful

horizontal transitions for young learners?

Introduction to Topic

Horizontal transitions in education refer to the changes young learners’ experience within

the same level of education, such as moving between schools, shifting from one classroom

to another, or transitioning between educational programs. Unlike vertical transitions, which

follow a clear progression from one life stage to the next (e.g., moving from primary school

to secondary school), horizontal transitions occur when young learners move across similar

educational environments. These shifts can result from various circumstances, such as

family relocations, changes in educational needs, or placement in specialised programs.

It is essential to remember that not all individuals experience a wide range of horizontal

transitions, and the types and impacts of these transitions can vary significantly. For some,

horizontal transitions may be infrequent or limited to a single shift between schools or

classrooms. Others may face multiple transitions in a short period, each requiring them

to adapt to different social, academic, and environmental factors. For instance, while one

young learner might transition from a mainstream to a specialised program within the same

school, another might shift between multiple schools due to frequent relocations, each time

confronting new routines, peer groups, and expectations.

These transitions are often complex and layered, as they require learners to adjust to

new surroundings, teaching styles, peer dynamics, and support systems—all while trying to

maintain academic progress and emotional stability. For vulnerable young learners—such

as those with disabilities, learning difficulties, or emotional and psychological

challenges—horizontal transitions can be particularly demanding. The unfamiliarity of each

new setting may heighten anxiety, disrupt learning continuity, and amplify feelings of

isolation or instability. For such young learners, additional resources, personalised support,

and careful planning are crucial to ensure they continue to thrive in their new environment.
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Furthermore, the nature of these transitions varies not only across individuals but also

within different educational or cultural contexts. For example, an adult refugee moving

between countries due to political or economic instability may experience horizontal

transitions that are more radical than those within a single country or educational system.

A young learner with a disability may need to transfer between mainstream education and

a rehabilitation or specialised educational community, each with distinct support structures

and expectations. Recognising these variations in horizontal transitions underscores the

importance of personalised planning that is responsive to each individual’s unique needs

and circumstances.

Effective management of horizontal transitions is vital for minimising disruption and

promoting continuity in a young learner’s education. Schools and educational institutions

play a key role in facilitating these transitions by creating supportive, inclusive environments

and by coordinating efforts among educators, families, and specialised services to meet

each learner’s specific needs. Addressing the emotional, social, and academic aspects of

these transitions is essential to help young learners feel secure, resilient, and empowered in

their new settings.

As you read through this chapter, keep in mind that each learner’s experience with

horizontal transitions is distinct, shaped by their personal, social, and educational context.

Developing an awareness of the diverse ways these transitions manifest will enhance your

understanding of how to create effective, tailored support plans that enable learners to

adjust smoothly and maintain their educational progress.

Key aspects

Definition

Understanding transitions requires recognizing the multiple layers influencing a learner’s

experience, as outlined in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model. This model emphasises that

a young learner’s ability to adapt is shaped by immediate settings, such as family, peers,

and school, as well as by the interactions between these groups. Beyond these, broader

societal factors—including policies, cultural norms, and the availability of resources—further

impact transitions. By acknowledging these layers, educators and stakeholders can better

identify the barriers that may hinder a young learner’s adjustment, as well as the support

structures that can help them succeed. This holistic perspective sets the stage for creating

educational environments that foster smoother, more supportive transitions for all learners

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

We can distinguish between two types of transitions: vertical and horizontal. Vertical

transitions refer to the major chronological events in life, such as progressing from birth,

to nursery, to primary school, and eventually entering the workforce and retirement. These
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transitions, mapped on a vertical axis, reflect the stages everyone passes through. However,

comprehensive planning for these transitions is often lacking (Ginger & Patton, 1996).

Horizontal transitions are less visible than vertical transitions and occur frequently. They

refer to the everyday moves that children (or any person) make in different parts of their

lives, such as going from home to school or from one care setting to another (Cappello,

Ferrel, Pallokosta, and Iturria, 2023). In other words, all those things happening on the

same temporal plane, placed precisely on a horizontal axis. Such transitions could be, for

example, the transition from public schools to private schools, a transfer to different school

districts, or a change in educational programs within the same institution. These transitions

are common due to various factors such as family relocations, academic demands, or

personal preferences. However, the implications of these transitions on young learners’

academic achievement and social and emotional well-being are profound and multifaceted.

Understanding the challenges and opportunities presented by horizontal transitions is

critical for educators, policymakers, and parents.

Using Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model as a lens, these transitions reveal how support

structures at different ecological levels—family, school, peer groups, and the broader

community—impact the young learner’s ability to adjust. For instance, vertical transitions

may demand strong institutional support and curriculum alignment to bridge educational

gaps. Horizontal transitions often depend on more immediate support systems, like

consistent peer and teacher relationships, to create stability and continuity in the learner’s

educational and social experience. This figure underscores the importance of tailored

support systems that respond to the specific nature of each transition, helping young

learners with special needs navigate new environments and maintain their well-being.

Figure 1: Vertical and select horizontal transitions. Note. From Transition From School to

Adult Life for Students with Special Needs: Basic Concepts and Recommended Practices
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Source: J. R. Patton, 1995, Austin, TX: PRO-ED. Copyright 1995 by PRO-ED. Reprinted

with permission.

The figure above illustrates both vertical and horizontal transitions specifically for young

learners with special needs. Vertical transitions, shown as milestones like progressing

from primary to secondary school, signify shifts to new educational stages with increased

expectations and challenges. Horizontal transitions, in contrast, represent moves within

the same educational level, such as transferring between special education programs or

changing schools due to family relocation.

One of the most important and frequently discussed horizontal transitions is the

movement from separate settings to less restrictive, more inclusive ones (Ginger and

Patton, op.cit.). Moving from segregated to more inclusive settings is important for the
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horizontal transition of people with disabilities. Figure 1 highlights several such transitions

for individuals with disabilities from a chronological perspective.

The need for transitions into inclusive communities, though not always labelled as

“horizontal transitions,” has been a topic of discussion since the 1980s. Fish (1986) argued

that the objectives of these transitions should be the same for everyone, regardless of

disability. He identified four key, interrelated objectives for successful transitions:

• Employment, useful work, and valued activity

• Personal autonomy, independence, and adult status

• Social interaction, community participation, leisure, and recreation

• Roles within the family

The objective of social interaction, community participation, leisure, and recreation

highlights that greater community involvement can promote increased personal autonomy,

independence, and shifts in family roles and relationships. In essence, participation in a

more inclusive society can foster greater independence and autonomy for learners with

disabilities or other needs, ultimately transforming their relationships and helping them

achieve personal and social milestones.

Throughout this chapter, we will analyse the process of horizontal transitions, starting

with the framework of Schlossberg’s theory and identifying four key concepts that, in our

opinion, outline the fundamental aspects of a horizontal transition.

Schlossberg’s Transition Theory

Schlossberg’s transition theory, named after Nancy Schlossberg, professor emerita of

counselling psychology at the University of Maryland, can be really helpful in understanding

not only what transitions are but also how people experience change and what could help

them cope well with this process.

Whatever type of transition we are discussing, they tend to exist on a continuum, so

they can be formal or informal. For example, it could be leaving one school to move to

another. It could be planned. It could be something that was planned for two years and then

gradually happens. Or it could be completely unplanned. This could be someone having

to flee one country to move to another or transitioning between occupations. As we can

already imagine, some of these transitions may be easy, while others are exceptionally

difficult.

The theory was developed by Schlossberg, who conducted research on a group of adults

who had been unexpectedly fired from their jobs. Suddenly facing unemployment and

an unplanned transition, these individuals responded to the situation in different ways.

Schlossberg was curious to understand why some people were able to navigate this

transition positively, achieving favourable outcomes, while others struggled. Originally, the

theory was part of research on adult development, designed to help understand and
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manage life transitions as part of the “ordinary and extraordinary process of living” (Evans,

Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010). Over time, it has become a guiding framework for

understanding and explaining horizontal transitions in other life phases, beyond just

adulthood.

Referring to Schlossberg’s theory to understand and intervene in a transitive process,

understood by the authors as “any event or non-event that translates into a change in

relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles,” we can outline it as follows (Anderson,

Goodman, and Schlossberg, 2012):

A. Look carefully at the transition

a) Identify the type. Schlossberg’s theory identifies three: anticipated – refers to foreseen

events, unexpected – refers to sudden and unplanned transitions, non-events – concerns

events that should have occurred but did not take place.

b) Clarify the context – the circumstances in which the transition occurs.

c) Evaluate the impact – the reactions that arise from a specific transition.

B. Create the resources framework

The theoretical model identifies the so-called 4 S, i.e. four main factors that influence a

person’s ability to face a transition. These factors are:

a) Situation – the context in which we find ourselves: what are you starting from? What

or where are you moving towards?

b) Self – personal resources: who are we? What kind of psychological resources do we

have? What are our prospects? What is our perspective or what values do we have?

c) Strategies – how we deal with events in our lives, especially unexpected ones? It is

a fact that we all go through transitions throughout our lives. But what are our strategies

when we discover that something stressful is happening? Do we deal with the situation by

avoiding it or pretending it’s not happening?

d) Support – external resources: what support do we receive from family or people in

our networks? Having relationships that generate support and support plays a fundamental

role in transitions, as it represents a protective factor against the risk of negatively facing a

sudden event and experiencing situations of marginality, social isolation and vulnerability.

C. Strengthen resources and intervention

The resources available during a transition can either provide opportunities for growth

and improvement or, conversely, lead to decline. According to Goodman et al. (2006),

transitions can be broken down into three phases:

1. Moving in: This represents the moment in which you learn the characteristics of the

new situation, including the rules, expectations, and new roles.

2. Moving through: This is about finding balance in the new dimension of life.

3. Moving out: This represents the end of the transition process and the continuation of

life, awaiting new transitions.
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In this process, the person will face the transition in a positive, neutral, or negative way,

based on the resources they have available. Regarding the first “S” (Situation), key factors

include the nature of the event, its timing and duration, the level of control the person

has over the situation, changes in their role, and any simultaneous sources of stress.

The second “S” (Self) refers to how personal attributes—such as age, gender, cultural

background, socio-economic status, health, values, beliefs, ego, resilience, and

psychological resources—affect how someone navigates a transition. The third “S”

(Strategies) involves developing flexible and varied action plans, which offer a wider range

of responses to challenging events. This includes coping strategies, the ability to adapt

and adjust, and the capacity to manage stress while maintaining a focus on self-care and

well-being. Finally, the fourth “S” (Support networks) comprising emotional connections

with family, friends, intimate relationships, institutions, and other community resources, are

crucial in creating a protective environment around the individual during times of transition.

Barriers to horizontal transitions

Transitioning to a new educational environment often requires young learners to adapt to a

curriculum with different levels of progression and difficulty and to form relationships with

new peers, teachers, and staff. Young learners are expected to navigate these significant

changes in a short period, but not all young learners experience a smooth horizontal

transition. This section discusses possible barriers to horizontal transitions between

schools or education systems at the same level.

Differences in curriculum

It is well known that the vertical transition between primary and secondary school is often

challenging. Hanewald notes that during the transition from primary to secondary school,

young people move from small, self-contained classrooms to larger, more heterogeneous

schools with increased expectations of independent academic performance and less

teacher support (Hanewald, 2013). Galton et al. suggest that around 40% of pupils

experience a hiatus in progress during vertical transitions, particularly when moving from

primary to secondary school, due to a lack of curriculum continuity between these

educational stages (Galton et al., 2000).

However, this type of difficulty can also arise during horizontal transitions between

schools or programs at the same level of education. Higher levels of school mobility are

associated with lower academic performance, more emotional or behavioural problems,

and greater difficulties with social adjustment (Snozzi et al., 2024). As this type of transition

is not necessarily experienced by many young learners, little attention has been paid to the

issue.

Young learners experience horizontal transitions and difficulties in different ways, even

within the same stage of education. Slightly higher rates of young learner mobility are
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reported for young learners with special educational needs (SEN) than for young learners

without SEN, and mobility appears to be particularly high for young learners with emotional

disturbance (Snozzi et al., 2024).

When a young learner with SEN moves from a special education program (school or

class) to a mainstream program (school or class), the young learner may find it difficult

to adapt to the faster paced and more advanced curriculum. Demetriou et al. explain

the decline in motivation in terms of a loss of self-esteem in a larger and more overtly

competitive environment (Demetriou et al., 2000). Conversely, young learners moving from

mainstream to special classes may find the content too easy and unengaging (Tsutsumi

2019), leading to decreased motivation to learn. Thus, differences in content and learning

levels resulting from school transfers can reduce motivation and hinder young learners’

ability to learn in a new environment.

Furthermore, migrant and refugee young learners attending schools in different countries

need to study subjects through a foreign language other than their mother tongue.

Japanese research suggests that acquiring a foreign language as a language of study takes

longer than learning it as a language of life (Kinnan 2024). This presents unique difficulties

for migrant and refugee young learners, extending beyond mere academic catch-up and

impacting their overall learning progress.

Changing relationships

As Spernes’ review shows, the transition from primary to secondary school may elicit

social and emotional challenges for young learners (Spernes, 2020). Traditionally, schools

have facilitated a smoother transition from primary to secondary school by ensuring that

pupils move to the new school or class with at least one good friend (Demetriou et al.,

2000). Having a peer helps young learners meet their social needs for familiarity and

companionship in the “big school,” easing some of the anxieties that come with the

transition (ibid). As Blatchford (1998) points out, “friendships can help reduce uncertainty

and thus facilitate adjustment to school.” Additionally, a positive relationship with teachers

plays a key role in promoting young learners’ commitment to learning. When a young

learner moves to another country or state or switches to a different educational program,

maintaining previous friendships and relationships with staff becomes increasingly

challenging. They must rebuild relationships with others in a new community. However,

migrant or refugee young learners may face additional barriers, such as limited proficiency

in the local language, hindering their ability to connect with their peers.

Additionally, some teachers and young learners at the new school may view new young

learners as ‘newcomers’ and struggle to empathise with their feelings. Demetriou et al.

describes a ‘good teacher’ for young people as someone who consults them, who is fair,

who makes them feel important, and who treats them in an respectful way (Demetriou et
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al., 2000). To facilitate a smooth transition, it is necessary to support both young learners

and teachers in the new school to cultivate positive relationships.

Schools, classrooms and communities that exclude diversity: Barriers and reasons
for horizontal transition

Traditionally, schools and classrooms have played a role in perpetuating and reinforcing

homogeneity, often at the expense of valuing diversity. Therefore, children who belong

to a minority group are more likely to face exclusion due to their perceived ‘differences’.

International research has emphasised the exclusion and bullying experienced by

vulnerable children, including those with disabilities, refugees, and children affected by

migration (Menesini and Salmivalli, 2017).

Considering that positive relationships between children can influence their academic

performance, there is concern that excluded and bullied children may underachieve.

Furthermore, poorer performance or difficulties in adjustment may lead to children being

placed in segregated educational settings, such as special classes and schools. The over-

representation of children from migrant backgrounds, as well as children with disabilities, in

special education is also believed to be linked to the high level of exclusivity in mainstream

education (Kinnan, 2024).

Therefore, inclusive schools and classrooms that recognize and embrace diversity and do

not exclude children from different cultural and social backgrounds, are essential. Holistic

school programs to prevent bullying are often successful, and in several countries, it is a

legal requirement for schools to have an anti-bullying policy (Menesini and Salmivalli, 2017).

In schools in England, disability equality training has been led by disability organisations

to eliminate bullying of children with disabilities and promote diversity inclusion (Hashida

2024).

Difficulties in sharing information and coordination

When young learners transition between schools or education systems, seamless

coordination and information sharing between the local education authorities, schools,

families, and young learners are crucial.

Teachers and coordinators at the previous school are familiar with their young learners’

learning achievements, special educational needs, and social dynamics, such as how they

relate to their friends. Sharing such information enables teachers at the new school to

effectively support the learning and relationships of transferred young learners. This

requires developing systems to share data on young learners’ learning, friendships, and

support needs. If the previous and new schools fall under the same inter-municipal

authority, communication and information sharing are relatively easy. However, when young

learners move to schools in a different country or region, communicating and information

sharing become significantly more challenging.
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Even when information is shared, there is no guarantee that the new school can offer the

same learning content. In England, for example, the introduction of the National Curriculum

was intended to ensure continuity and coherence of learning across schools. However,

Galton et al. found that in spite of this curriculum framework, there were still serious

discrepancies between the work pupils were given before and after the transition from

primary to secondary school. Their research in the English education system shows that

these gaps in curriculum alignment can significantly disrupt young learners’ progress during

this key educational transition (Galton et al., 2000).

Moreover, young learners with special educational needs may not receive the same level

and quality of support in their new school due to potential differences in inclusion policies,

staffing structures, and teacher attitudes between schools. These difficulties in information

sharing and coordination can disrupt the smooth transition of young learners to their new

school or educational program. Snozzi et al. said that if a young learner transferred from a

special class to a mainstream class, it could be determined that the young learner received

SEN support in the special class, but there was no information in the data about whether

the young learner continued to receive SEN support after the transition (Snozzi et al., 2024).

Collaborative strategies and support systems for successful horizontal
transitions

Effective strategies and support systems are essential for ensuring successful horizontal

transitions, such as moving between schools or educational programs. Addressing not only

academic but also social and emotional needs is critical to helping young learners adjust.

Collaboration between teachers, peers, families, and the wider community plays a key role

in this process. Strong communication among all parties ensures that personalised support

is in place, while peer and teacher relationships provide young learners with a sense of

belonging and stability. Family and community involvement further reinforces these support

networks, helping to create an inclusive environment where young learners can confidently

navigate their transitions and thrive.

Collaboration and communication

Collaboration and communication are key components in managing horizontal transitions

within the educational system. Effective collaboration and communication between various

stakeholders – including young learners, teachers, parents, and administrators – can

significantly impact how well young learners adjust to these transitions, ensuring both their

academic progress and emotional well-being.

Let us read this example case from Germany:

Germany is reputed to be extremely bureaucratic and any kind of legal procedure involves

a large amount of paperwork going backwards and forwards. Even though the standard

procedure requires mandatory meetingsconcerning childrens’ welfare or educational paths,
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these rarely involve authentic communication between participants or with children and their

respective families. Because of this we often lack transparency and real human connection.

A school I used to work at for example was in an area which had extremely high rates of crime

and poverty which occasionally made it necessary for us to report certain incidents, seek

assistance or even relocate children if their home environment was deemed unsafe. Despite

this the school had a notoriously bad relationship with Child Protective Services (CPS), which

made collaborating almost impossible. Mails went unanswered, appointments were denied

and any kind of feedback concerning the young learners who needed assistance was non-

existent. Case workers would simply show up in my classroom unannounced and try to arrest

young learners in order to take them to a general holding facility – this was both traumatic

and catastrophic considering school needs to be a safe environment for everyone. I used to

have a huge problem with that, until one day we wanted to take a young girl into care because

there was a very dramatic situation in her home, and it was clear she would not be able to

return.

First of all, I sat down with the girl and I explained to her what the situation was and

how the procedure worked so that she would understand exactly what the next steps would

be. Transparency and predictability are extremely important in such stressful and traumatic

situations. She had her bag packed beforehand and we discussed the phone call she and

I would now have to make. We were optimistic because we had planned this transition in

advance and had selected a lovely foster family who knew the girl in advance and was willing

to take her in. In my eyes it was the best you could have made out of a drastic situation. But

CPS does not work that way in Germany. You basically have to call a hotline and you do not

know who is going to pick up the phone, and it is more than likely that they will simply take

over the case without any further collaboration or planning. That usually ends up in the child

being taken to a general holding facility until further evaluation. I had to explain this to the girl,

because I think it is very important to prepare them for all the possible scenarios, so that they

can brace themselves. In this case, luckily enough, a gentleman whom I had not met before,

picked up the phone and was extremely laid back and helpful when I explained the situation

and our ideas to him. He agreed to let me take the girl to the foster family in my own car

and met us there to evaluate and assess the situation on the same afternoon. We actually

sat outside in the family’s garden and had coffee and cake, and the girl got to explain her

situation and the case worker got to know everybody and wrote his respective report. This

was the smoothest transition and the most ideal outcome for a very dramatic situation.

Additionally this turned out to be a very fruitful development for my collaboration with

CPS because over coffee I got to explain the troubles our school had been having with

their institution and how I wished it could be different. From that we struck up a kind

of friendship and started meeting on a regular basis to discuss cases, ideas or just vent

about everyday work problems. Meanwhile we have included many others in our meetings,

organiseworkshops together and have formed a very constructive and supportive network

which transcends school and CPS themselves. I now have an insight into who the people
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on the other end of the paper trail are and what their work schedule looks like. Our regular

meetings have broken down barriers and helped form trust and an authentic human

connection in order for us to successfully work together.

The role of collaboration in horizontal transitions

Collaboration among educators, young learners, and families is essential in facilitating

smooth horizontal transitions. When teachers and school staff work together to coordinate

young learner transitions, it reduces academic disruptions and ensures continuity in

learning. This collaboration often involves sharing information about a young learner’s

learning needs, academic progress, and social-emotional status to ensure that the receiving

teacher or school is well-prepared to support the young learner.

Collaborative strategies such as team meetings, joint planning sessions, and

professional development programs allow educators to align their practices and

expectations. This is especially critical in transitions involving diverse learning needs, such

as young learners with disabilities or English language learners. For instance, ensuring that

there is sufficient planning beforehand such as the US model of Individualised Education

Plans (IEPs) or that language acquisition programs are seamlessly implemented across

different schools or classrooms requires close coordination between educators and

specialists (Willis, Doutre, Jacobsen, 2019).

Additionally, collaboration between schools and outside organisations, such as

community centres or after-school programs, can enhance the support provided to young

learners during transitions. These partnerships often provide additional resources, such as

tutoring or mentoring, which can help young learners adapt to new learning environments

more successfully (Graham et al., 2022).

Communication as a critical factor

Open, consistent communication is critical in ensuring successful horizontal transitions.

When communication between schools, families, and young learners is strong, it promotes

transparency, reduces anxiety, and allows for proactive problem-solving. One key aspect of

effective communication is providing clear, timely information about the transition process,

expectations, and available resources. Studies show that when families are well-informed

about what to expect during a transition, they are better able to support their children,

helping them feel more confident and prepared (Harper, 2016).

Teachers and administrators must maintain ongoing dialogue with young learners to

understand their concerns and ensure that they feel supported throughout the transition.

This may involve regular check-ins, feedback sessions, and creating a culture where young

learners feel comfortable expressing their challenges and needs. Open communication

between young learners and educators helps identify potential issues early, allowing for

timely interventions that address both academic and social-emotional challenges.
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Parent and teacher communication is another vital element of successful transitions.

When teachers engage with families and actively involve them in the transition process,

young learners benefit from a more cohesive support system. This is especially important

when young learners are transitioning between different learning formats, such as in-person

to online learning, as families play a more active role in facilitating their children’s learning

in virtual settings. Communication tools such as parent-teacher conferences, newsletters,

and digital platforms can help connect home and school, making sure that families stay

informed and involved.

Collaborative models for successful transitions

Schools that implement structured collaborative and communication frameworks see more

successful transitions. For example, multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) integrate both

academic and social-emotional support strategies through collaboration among teachers,

counsellors, and administrators. These systems use data-driven decision-making to

monitor young learner progress and adapt interventions to meet individual needs (McIntosh

& Goodman, 2016).

Similarly, teacher collaboration networks, where educators from different schools or

departments share best practices and strategies for supporting young learners during

transitions, have been shown to enhance the overall effectiveness of the transition process.

As Hargreaves (1999) emphasises, simply working alongside one another is insufficient;

genuine collaboration and open dialogue are crucial. Meaningful collaboration and

collegiality are key to fostering educational change. Collaboration and communication

are essential to managing horizontal transitions in the educational system. Through

collaborative efforts among educators, families, and communities, young learners can

experience smoother transitions with minimal disruption to their learning and emotional

well-being. Effective communication ensures that all stakeholders are well-informed and

engaged in supporting the young learner’s adjustment to new learning environments. By

fostering these connections, educational systems can better meet the needs of young

learners and create a more inclusive and supportive transition process.

Social and emotional support

Social and emotional support during horizontal transitions can play an important role in

how young learners adjust to new environments and maintain their academic performance.

Additionally, emotional support systems help develop resilience, supporting young learners

to cope with the challenges of transitioning without feeling isolated or overwhelmed.

Support systems that focus on social and emotional well-being can reduce the potential

for disconnection, which often leads to academic decline or disengagement from school.

According to the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL),

incorporating emotional learning strategies into school environments helps young learners
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develop crucial skills such as self-awareness, self-management, and social awareness,

which are essential during transitions.

Source: Casel 2020

Peer and Teacher Support

One of the most effective forms of social support in educational transitions is peer support.

Peer relationships offer a sense of belonging and shared experiences that can ease the

stress of new environments. Peer mentoring programs, for instance, have been shown to

positively impact young learners who are transitioning by providing them with role models
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and a peer network that can answer questions, offer guidance, and create social bonds

(Stapley et al., 2022).

Teachers also play a key role in creating an emotionally supportive environment. When

educators are attentive to the emotional needs of young learners during a transition, they

can create a sense of security and stability. Teachers who prioritise social-emotional

learning (SEL) in their classrooms can help young learners manage their emotions, build

healthy relationships, and stay engaged with their studies despite the changes in their

environment (Jones & Kahn, 2018).

Family and community involvement

In addition to support from peers and educators, family involvement is a significant source

of emotional security for young learners navigating horizontal transitions. When families

are actively engaged in the transition process – communicating with teachers, offering

reassurance, and maintaining open lines of communication – young learners are more

likely to feel supported both at home and at school. Research by Eden et al. (2024) shows

that young learners whose families are involved in their education tend to exhibit higher

academic achievement and better emotional adjustment during transitions.

Communities also play a role in supporting young learners during transitions.

Community-based programs, such as after-school activities, provide young learners with

additional opportunities to build social connections and access emotional support

networks, further buffering the potential stress of transitioning between schools or learning

formats (Mahoney et al., 2005). Social and emotional support is a vital component in

ensuring that horizontal transitions in the educational system are smooth and successful

for young learners. Through the combined efforts of peers, teachers, families, and

communities, young learners can develop the emotional resilience and social connections

needed to thrive in new learning environments. Without adequate support, transitions may

lead to feelings of isolation, anxiety, or disengagement. However, when properly supported,

young learners are more likely to experience positive academic and emotional outcomes,

ensuring long-term success in their educational journey.

6. Participation and learner-centred approaches

A young learner-centred approach recognizes that each young learner is unique and gives

priority to young learners’ needs, interests and experiences rather than strictly adhering

to a standardised, one-size-fits-all, teacher-led model. This approach helps to welcome

individual differences as a source of richness and as a starting point for teaching and

educational action, considering that within this diversity young learners learn and adapt

to new contexts. Furthermore, this approach allows us to listen to the voice of the young

learners, to take care of their point of view, creating ample space for open discussion.

Unfortunately, it is customary in educational work to take it for granted that we educators
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know what is best for our young learners and evaluate them, because this is our job. We

believe we know what they are capable of doing and what is best for them without asking. A

young learner-centred model can encourage young learners to take more responsibility for

their own learning and improve their motivation, strengthening personal resources during

transitions and helping them develop the skills they need to cope with change.

This approach involves adapting instruction to different learning styles and needs of

young learners. For example, it is possible to implement differentiated instructions and

personalised learning plans to help young learners improve their autonomy and awareness

of how they learn, helping to adapt to a new environment effectively. By allowing flexibility

in how young learners demonstrate mastery of content, such as through project-based

learning, portfolios, or assessments that reflect individual learning goals, teachers can

create more inclusive environments that support all young learners during transitions

(Tomlinson, 2017).

Finally, the young learner-centred approach focuses on the importance of creating a

classroom environment that creates a sense of belonging and emotional safety. This is

especially important during horizontal transitions, when young learners may feel uncertain

or disconnected from the new environment. A welcoming and inclusive school environment

helps ease the transition and helps young learners feel valued and understood as they adapt

and acclimatise to their new environment.

Participation in the transition process

Student participation in decision-making and the learning process is another key

component of successful transitions. When young learners are actively involved in shaping

their educational experience, they develop a greater sense of ownership and agency, which

can help them manage the challenges of moving between learning environments.

Participation not only empowers young learners but also helps educators and

administrators understand young learners’ needs and preferences, allowing for better

support during transitions (Eden et al, 2024).

One effective way to promote student participation during transitions is through student-

led conferences or transition meetings. In these meetings, young learners, parents, and

teachers come together to discuss the young learner’s strengths, challenges, and goals,

giving the young learner a voice in their educational journey (Eden et al, 2024). Bailey and

Guskey (2001) point out that student-led conferences encourage young learners to actively

engage in their own educational process. By discussing their progress, strengths, and areas

for improvement directly with parents and teachers, young learners gain a stronger sense of

responsibility and ownership over their learning journey, which can be especially beneficial

during times of transition

It must be considered that one of the greatest risks of a transition, in our opinion,

is that of losing one’s identity or part of it. Consider a child facing vulnerabilities who,
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despite great effort, works to discover and build their strengths. With each transition, this

process can be disrupted, slowed down, or even undone. Similarly, think of an adult refugee,

forced to leave their home, culture, and everything that is familiar. Having grown up in a

certain environment that shaped their identity, they now face the challenge of adapting to

a new culture, language, and people. Without a support network to guide them through this

transition or a welcoming community to create a safe space in their new environment, there

is a risk that they may lose important parts of their identity.

Peer collaboration and mentorship programs can enhance young learner participation

during transitions. When young learners are encouraged to work together, whether through

group projects or peer-led activities, they develop social skills and build relationships that

help ease the stress of transitioning. Peer mentoring programs, where older or more

experienced young learners guide those who are new to the school or classroom, have been

shown to improve social integration and academic outcomes (Graham et al., 2022). These

programs provide young learners with both academic support and a sense of community,

making the transition process smoother.

The benefits of a learner-centred and participatory approach

In summary, implementing a learner-centred and participatory approach during horizontal

transitions has several benefits. First, it increases engagement, which is particularly

important during transitions when young learners may feel disconnected or overwhelmed.

Engaged young learners are more likely to be motivated, participate actively in class, and

demonstrate better academic outcomes. By focusing on student interests and involving

them in their own learning, educators can help maintain engagement even during

challenging transitions.

Furthermore, a learner-centred approach promotes the development of critical skills

such as self-regulation, problem-solving, and adaptability, which are essential for managing

transitions. When young learners are given the autonomy to make decisions about their

learning and are supported in reflecting on their progress, they become more independent

learners who can adjust to new academic environments with confidence (Evans & Boucher,

2015).

While autonomy and a learner-centred approach are important in transition processes,

challenges arise due to inherent power imbalances in educational settings. It is important

to keep in mind that young learners may not always have the authority to make decisions

about their learning, as policies, school expectations, and curriculum standards often

dictate certain aspects of their educational experience. Additionally, some

decisions—particularly those involving transitions or support needs—are made by teachers,

administrators, or parents who may feel they are acting in the young learner’s best interest.

This dynamic can limit young learners’ agency, requiring educators to be mindful of these
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constraints and strive to create opportunities for genuine choice and involvement within the

structure of their roles.

Finally, this approach creates a sense of belonging and community within the school,

which is crucial for successful transitions. Young learners who feel supported and

connected to their peers and teachers are more likely to adapt positively to new

environments. Research indicates that schools that emphasise student participation and a

learner-centredapproach see lower dropout rates and improved social-emotional outcomes

for young learners during transitions(Crosnoe, 2011). A learner-centred approach that

promotes active student participation is essential in managing horizontal transitions in the

educational system. By tailoring education to individual student needs and involving young

learners in decision-making, schools can create a supportive environment that fosters

academic success and emotional well-being. Encouraging student participation through

peer collaboration, mentorship, and reflection activities helps young learners develop the

skills needed to adapt to new environments and remain engaged in their education.

Ultimately, this approach supports young learners in navigating the challenges of horizontal

transitions with greater confidence and resilience.

Developing an educational network

A network facilitating information sharing among teachers, support staff, families, and

young learners involved with a transfer student is essential for a smooth horizontal

transition. This network can communicate and share details about the young learner’s

achievements, learning progress, and friendships.

Communication and coordination between schools are particularly important in the case

of children with SEN, as different schools are likely to offer different resources and support.

Effective liaison and coordination between schools and local authorities are vital, given

the diverse policies on inclusive education, support, and funding across countries, local

authorities, and schools.

In the London Borough of Newham, England, the SEN team facilitates a smooth transition

by attending transfer reviews for young learners with EHC (Education, Health and Care)

plans in the summer term prior to the young learner’s admission. They meet with pupils with

SEN and coordinate appropriate provision when a child with SEN changes schools (Little

Ilford School, 2022). Student profiles are devised for all young learners on the SEN Register;

these profiles are issued to teachers and teaching assistants so that they are aware of

the needs of these young learners (ibid). Appropriate information sharing and coordination

through such networks can support seamless horizontal transitions for pupils.

In some US schools, transition coordinators have been introduced to prepare young

learners with disabilities for life after school. They have valuable resources and support

smooth transitions for young learners with disabilities by linking them to resources within
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and outside the community and school (Scheef and Mahfouz, 2020). In this way, the

coordinators support smooth transitions between schools and from school to community.

Training programs for teachers, support staff and young learners

To develop a support system for transfer students, a training program is needed for all

teachers, support staff, and volunteers. This program creates an understanding of the

psychological challenges associated with transitioning to a new environment and the

various barriers that such a transition presents. In these training programs, teachers and

support staff should participate in role-playing and reflection exercises that focus on two

key areas: (i) the challenges a young learner might face when changing schools, and, (ii)

how they would want to be treated by teachers, peers, and support staff if they were in a

similar situation.

In addition to understanding these difficulties, teachers and staff should explore the

human and material resources available within the school and community that can support

transfer young learners in precarious situations. They should contemplate specific support

strategies such as individualised learning support, utilising local networks, offering pre-

school during long holidays, and other concrete measures. Through such training, teachers

and support staff can gain insights into facilitating a smooth ‘horizontal transition’ for each

young learner, effectively utilising available resources in the school and community.

The Spanish government’s National Institute of Educational Technologies and Teacher

Training also places a particular emphasis on inclusive education, student diversity and

intercultural education with the provision of professional learning programs for teachers

(Brown et al, 2022). These programs focus on raising teachers’ awareness of young

learners’ academic as well as social and emotional needs (ibid).

Such a training program could also be useful for children to prevent bullying of transfer

students. In some cases, organising training or workshops for children to reflect on the

difficulties faced by transitioning pupils can be beneficial. Through such opportunities,

children can gain empathy for learners with different needs, foster positive friendships, and

value their unique backgrounds and roots.

Conclusion

In conclusion, horizontal transitions in education are complex and require a coordinated

approach to ensure young learners’ academic, social, and emotional well-being. The case

from southern Italy at the beginning of the chapter demonstrates the importance of building

a collaborative network involving teachers, families, health professionals, and community

organisations. This network successfully tailored a support system that improved the

young learner’s behaviour, reduced family stress, and maintained social connections.

Schlossberg’s transition theory highlights that resources such as coping strategies, support

networks, and personal attributes play a key role in determining whether a transition is
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positive or negative. Vulnerable young learners, including those with disabilities or

displaced due to migration, are especially in need of personalised interventions to prevent

disruption to their development and identity. Peer and teacher relationships are crucial,

as they provide stability and a sense of belonging. Involving families and communities

further strengthens the support system, ensuring a holistic approach to transitions. Open

communication between stakeholders is essential to managing expectations and

addressing challenges proactively, while professional development equips educators to

better understand and support young learners through these changes. Ultimately,

successful horizontal transitions are driven by a student-centred approach that recognizes

individual needs and creates flexibility, emotional support, and inclusive environments.

By engaging all stakeholders, schools can help young learners navigate transitions with

confidence, resilience, and continuity in their personal and academic growth.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=661#h5p-60

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

1. In what ways can peer support and teacher relationships reduce the stress of horizontal

transitions, and what strategies can schools implement to cultivate these supportive

relationships?

2. What factors should be considered when designing personalised educational plans

during horizontal transitions, especially for young learners with complex needs or

behavioural challenges?

3. How can educators and support staff ensure that vulnerable young learners—such as

those with behavioural difficulties or special needs—receive personalised interventions

during horizontal transitions without disrupting their development or sense of identity?

4. In the context of horizontal transitions, how can communication and collaboration

between schools, families, and external organisations be improved to provide a
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seamless and supportive experience for young learners, particularly those moving

between different educational programs or systems?
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Example Case

“I started attending a local mainstream primary school at the age of 4 ½.

Prior to my first day at school, my parents had to challenge the Education Department in order

for me to obtain a place at the local mainstream Primary. At this point it was the Education

Department’s belief that my disability would be disruptive for the rest of the class. However, this

was not the case. I excelled academically and reached the same milestones as my non-disabled

peers.

By the time I was ready to transition to secondary school, the opinion of the Education

Department had completely changed. They had previously questioned whether I could achieve

academically. Having proved that I could, the Education Department was keen for me to remain

in mainstream education. However, due to access barriers at the local mainstream secondary

school, I decided with the support of my parents to move to the Special Education school which

at the time was the only school of its kind to follow the mainstream curriculum, and this was

where I obtained my qualifications.

From here I was supported to attend mainstream college for one day a week to assist me in

deciding whether I felt this was the next step for me. I decided that it was, and after returning to

mainstream education I went on to obtain a Higher National Diploma in Media Studies, before

progressing to university, graduating with my Bachelor of Arts Honours degree in the same

discipline.
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Despite challenges in finding employment, after graduating I successfully transitioned

into employment with the role as a Research Assistant at the university where I

studied. During this time, I was presented with the opportunity to return to education

and study for my PhD. I chose to do this and completed this chapter of my life in 2015

when I graduated with my PhD. Since then, I have established my own business and

now successfully use my lived experience of disability to provide a range of services

for individuals and families living with disabilities, businesses and employers seeking

to be fully inclusive.

On reflection, I have achieved what I have due to my self-determination and resilience.

However, if I did have Person-Centred Planning support sooner that focused on my

dreams and aspirations and what support I needed to achieve this, I feel strongly

that my educational transitions to date would have been far smoother. However, with

the knowledge I now have around this I feel that this will be the case for my future

transitions.”

Dr Danielle Farrel, Managing Director, Your Options Understood (Y.O.U.)

1

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. In this chapter, we are using the term “disabled” rather than “individual with a disability” in accordance with the

perspective of the social model of disability, as discussed by Oliver (1990). The social model of disability underscores

the importance of recognising that disability is not an inherent characteristic of an individual but is, instead, a result of

social and environmental barriers and attitudes. In this context, the term “disabled” serves as a reflection of this

perspective. By using “disabled,” we aim to emphasise the impact of societal factors and structures in shaping the

experiences of individuals with disabilities. We acknowledge that language is a complex and evolving aspect of

discussions surrounding disability, and we respect the diverse perspectives within the disability community. It is

essential to note that the choice of terminology can be a matter of personal preference and cultural sensitivity. We

encourage ongoing dialogue and reflection on the language we use in discussions of disability, with the utmost respect

for the autonomy and self-identification of individuals with disabilities. Teachers and educators involved in transitions

should be taking permission from the young people and their family for appropriate use of terminology that they feel

describes them accurately.
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1. Transition process and laying the groundwork for meaningful engagement among the

team, families, and children.

2. Initial Meetings a couple of months before the academic year and enrolment: Families

may get familiar with the school through events such as familiarisation days and pre-

enrolment. These activities are part of the initial meetings that help families understand and

feel at ease in the school setting. During this time, families can also enrol in school.

3. First Group Meeting and individual meetings with the family the first days of the academic

year: The first meeting allows families to come together as a group and strengthen their ties

to the school. Families gain insight into their child’s daily experiences at school, including

activities and interactions, during this meeting. It provides an opportunity to address any

concerns or questions that families may have. On the other hand, the first individual meeting

between families and educators is crucial. This meeting establishes a climate for

communication and collaboration while emphasising the significance of the transition. It

addresses issues such as physical school environment setup, maintaining a respectful

distance, understanding the child’s space and activities, and sharing critical information.

4. Preparing for the First Days of School: Careful planning is required for the first days of

school. Teachers and educators must make sure they have the resources that they need to

meet the needs of both children and families. Exchanging information during drop-off and

pick-up times, leaving notes, and making regular phone calls all contribute to creating a good

and comfortable environment for both children and families.

5. Creating Individualised Connections: To ensure that everything goes smoothly and

effectively, it is essential to establish a strong emotional connection between the child and

their reference caregiver, which should be as solid as the connection they have with their

mother or father but adapted for the school environment. In order to create a secure and

supportive school experience, thorough attention must be given to the child and their family.

This involves careful planning and organisation of spaces and materials that can assist us

in providing what they need. It is crucial to select play materials that cater to the pupils’

interests and needs, ensuring that they are well-engaged. Similarly, the physical space should

be arranged in a way that allows for a small space to be allocated for families.

6. Respecting Developmental Stages: Recognising children’s developmental stages is

critical. Some pupils may still require their baby bottle, while others may have transitioned or

never used a bottle. It is critical to recognise, respect, and incorporate these differences into

the transition process.

7. Providing a variety of areas: It is preferable to provide more than one space, allowing

children who do not wish to remain in the classroom to move outside. This can also be a

great opportunity for new families to meet in a relaxed and cheerful atmosphere, as well as for

pupils who prefer to stay inside the room to do so. Furthermore, a special area can be created
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to make families feel at ease in school. Placing a sofa, for example, can allow families to take

a break from activities while remaining close to their children. This way, during transitions,

children can stay in a familiar spot, and families can rest assured that they will find their child

in that familiar spot, bringing a sense of calm and spreading a positive influence on the school

environment.

8. Reflection and adaptation: The transition process is not a one-size-fits-all approach.

It requires conviction to interpret how each child and their family feel about the school

environment. Finding signs of comfort and security, showcasing initiatives, remaining open

to change, and addressing fears and needs without judgement are all part of it. As a result,

assessing the transition process should be qualitative rather than quantitative. Understanding

how the process unfolds, embracing moments of stillness and progress, and allowing for

flexibility and adaptation are all part of the process.

Introduction to Topic

Transition etymologically refers to a change from one state or context to another. One

generic definition could be the following:“Transitions are key events and/or processes

occurring at specific periods or turning points during the life course” (Vogler et al., 2008: 1).

Key aspects

Overall, as the authors argue, the transition to school is a complex process that involves

building connections, understanding each child’s uniqueness, and fostering emotional

security. It is a journey that requires careful planning, ongoing communication, and a deep

respect for the emotional well-being of both children and families.

On the other hand, the educational organisation Penn State Extension (2020), related

to horizontal transitions, explained how the process of transitioning from one activity to

another within the early childhood classroom setting can present difficulties. Many toddlers

struggle to switch activities as some children can be frustrated when they have to leave

something they are enjoying or feel they are almost done. Other children may be confused

or worried by transitions. This is usually due to a lack of structure. Other children may not

understand why they are being asked to do something else, view the situation as unfair,

or be unsure of what to do next. Children handle uncertainty differently. When transitions

are unexpected or unclear, they may have frustrated anger, increased anxiety, and this may

affect their day.

In this regard, these are some of the strategies that they provide in order to smooth

activity transitions and avoid unexpected changes:
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• Make a schedule: It is easier to deal with expected transitions than unexpected ones.

Explaining the day’s plans and providing reminders about what comes next could be

beneficial. As the development of each child will be unique, visual schedules will also

be helpful.

• Stick to the schedule but build in transition times: Following your schedule will help

children develop routines and expectations. However, flexibility is also necessary in

order to respond to children appropriately.

• Let people know when to switch: To reduce schedule confusion and surprises, use

verbal and non-verbal cues to indicate when to move to a different activity. Provide

warnings, incorporate instruments to signal the next activity, incorporate transition

songs and so on.

• Pairs transition: Planning partner activities or asking a child who transitions well to help

another child get ready could be another strategy. This should be framed as supporting

rather than as a punishment for the child that is struggling with the transition.

• Think positive: Transitions are challenging, especially for young children who might

struggle to understand your expectations. Experiencing frustration during transitions

makes it more difficult for your children. Children often mirror your emotions. During

transitions, children will pick up on your composure and appropriate behaviour and

attitudes.

From early childhood to primary school

The Transition: A Positive Start to School Resource Kit (DET, 2017) was designed by the

Victorian Educational department to provide current, research-based, and practical advice.

This guidance is intended for early childhood professionals who work with children and

families during the critical school transition period. This Kit comprises of six sections.

The first section offers an overview of the significance of a positive transition to school,

covering transition contexts and effective practices. Sections 2 through to 5 detail vital

elements of successful transition strategies, such as fostering relationships, addressing

equity and diversity, ensuring learning continuity, and planning for transitions. The final

section, Section 6, outlines practical tools for supporting effective transitions, including

the Transition Learning and Development Statement, alongside various assessment, and

planning methods. These are some of the strategies that are provided for smooth school

transitions:

● Foster respectful, trusting, and helpful relationships with children and their families.

● Establish mutually beneficial connections that actively encourage the exchange of

pertinent information and its value.

● Create professional roles and collaborations that promote ongoing reflective

practice.

● Recognise the agency of children and their role in transitions.
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● Respect the cultural histories and heritage of all individuals involved in the transition

process.

● Recognise the assets and abilities of all participants in transitions by setting high

expectations and committing to fairness.

● Utilise approaches that are adaptable and flexible to the diverse family contexts

within local communities.

● Provide appropriate and ongoing support to educators, teachers, children, and

families.

In terms of relationships, Dockett and Perry (2005) participated in a special project, called

‘buddy programs’, in two schools in Sydney, Australia. 25 students studying to become

teachers and 130 children in Year 5 took part. These programmes pair older students who

are familiar with the school with new students who are just starting. It helps new students

adjust and lets older students show they care about their school. They all attended special

training days to develop communication skills, reflection, and community building skills.

Through interviews, the researchers find out what concerns the new kids had and how they

could help. These provided the basis for the development of ‘training’ experiences by the

teacher education students and also the evaluation of the program.

Following with the same authors, they developed an instrument over a 20-year period,

and it has been utilised in multiple ways in both research and practise in a number of

regions. The Peridot Education Transition Reflection Instrument serves as an instrument

for documenting and leveraging the findings of a school program evaluation, facilitating

reflection on existing programs and the formulation of future ones (Dockett & Perry, 2022:

177-180). It relies on the four components outlined in the position statement: opportunities,

aspirations, expectations, and entitlements. Each position statement comprises four tables

illustrating four levels of achievement for each of the four key stakeholders: children,

families, educators, and communities. This set of tables empowers partners to make

informed assessments based on evidence for each of the constructs (see table 1, 2, 3, and

4 in appendix).

From primary to secondary education

An English research project explored the practice of a Transition Club with a sample of

38 students (Humphrey & Ainscow, 2006). It was a pilot project for a group of students

who had underachieved in maths and literacy at the end of primary school. Data was

collected through participant observations, questionnaires, and a focus group interview.

Transition Club took place over a six-week period towards the end of the summer term

(at the end of the last year of primary school). In each week students spent 3 days at

the secondary school and 2 days at their primary school. This exploratory project was

successful in providing students with a sense of belonging, helping them to understand

the secondary school structure, and making learning fun. This practice revealed interesting
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results highlighting what vulnerable student groups are concerned about. The study showed

that new expressions of inclusive practice typically emerge in a collaborative situation

rather than working alone. Furthermore, innovative educational practices can help in

facilitating students’ social and psychological adjustment to the new school with a sense

of belonging, orientation, and enjoyment.

The ‘STARS’ research study, conducted at UCL and Cardiff University, aimed to

understand how to facilitate a successful transition for children from primary to secondary

school. Over the course of the study, approximately 2000 pupils from South-East England,

UK were tracked during this transition. Information from pupils, parents, and teachers was

collected to assess well-being, academic progress, and their experiences with school and

relationships. The study established two key aspects of a successful transition: academic

and behavioural engagement in school, and a sense of belonging. These were measured

using the ‘START’ questionnaire completed by primary school teachers. Most children

had initial concerns about moving to secondary school, which gradually lessened after

starting. However, worries related to friendships, discipline, and homework took more time

to subside. Friendships underwent significant changes during the transition. Parents were

found to have insight into their children’s transitional needs. Vulnerability to a poor transition

was not linked to a single group of children; rather, various risk and protective factors

influenced the outcome. Therefore, an effective approach to support pupils during transition

might involve general strategies to address common concerns, with additional,

personalised strategies for vulnerable individuals based on their specific needs. Primary

and secondary schools employed different strategies to support children during the

transition. Systemic strategies, like building connections between the two school levels,

were effective at reducing school anxiety. Several secondary school practices promoted

academic progress in Year 7. These strategies were well-received by teachers, suggesting

their high acceptability. Furthermore, secondary schools implemented various practices to

aid pupils in forming friendships, as this remained a persistent concern. The questionnaires,

resources and the report of the research can be seen here.

From secondary education to further and higher education

In Spain, the Red SAPDU (2020) highlights a concerning trend where many students with

SEN do not progress to higher education beyond compulsory schooling. Limited statistical

data availability makes it challenging to compare various SEN student groups between

non-university and university settings. Recent data indicates a significant drop in SEN

students transitioning to university compared to those who enter high school, potentially

due to the demanding educational journey they face. This gap emphasises the need for

a transition guide to facilitate higher education access for SEN students. The Red SAPDU

(2020) created a practical guide to aid departments, support teams, university services, and
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various stakeholders in enhancing SEN students’ access to higher education. The guide

serves as a dynamic tool and should be regularly updated within the SAPDU Network.

The guide encompasses the following aspects:

• Support Structures in Universities: Nine out of ten services offer personalised guidance

to SEN students, bridging communication gaps between students and faculty. They

uphold legal rights, advise on best practices, and suggest improvements. Disability-

specific recommendation guides are also available.

• SAPDU Network: Created in 2009, this network unites technical staff from disability

support services in around 60 Spanish universities. It operates under Crue-Asuntos

Estudiantiles, a sectoral commission of Spanish Universities. Working groups focus on

topics like curricular adaptations, employment, mobility, communication, and ICT. The

network fosters information exchange, best practices sharing, and collective decision-

making.

• Transition, Access, and Welcome (TAA) Model: This model ensures smooth NEAE

student transition to university. It involves support programs from pre-exam phase to

successful university integration. Key elements include vocational pathway guidance,

collaboration between support services and secondary schools, stakeholder

involvement, and collaborative adaptation implementation during university entrance

exams.

• University Entrance Exams: Adaptations for SEN students during entrance exams are

determined with input from educational guidance departments and education

administrations. These adaptations build on previous curriculum adjustments,

ensuring fairness and accessibility.

• Welcome Process at the University: Before the start of the academic year,

accommodations are made for physical accessibility and communication. Personal

support, resource acquisition, academic support requests, and more are addressed.

• Support Services in the University: These services provide information, guidance, and

advice on rights and resources. They collaborate with exam committees and process

support requests. They offer advice on curriculum and assessment adaptations,

provide individual tutoring, and promote inclusion through activities and awareness

initiatives.

• Non-academic Tutoring Action Plan: Tutors offer support and guidance for the holistic

development of students. They provide information, monitor academic progress, offer

solutions, and facilitate transitions.

• Technical and Material Resources for Accessibility: These resources include an

assistive products bank, virtual platforms, universal accessibility tools, and

communication tools to ensure equitable education.

• Scholarships and Grants: Financial assistance is available for SEN students to facilitate

their higher education journey.
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• National and International Mobility: Universities offer resources for mobility, enhancing

students’ educational experience.

• Internship and Employability: Efforts are made to provide SEN students with

opportunities for internships and enhance their employability prospects.

Involving family and ensuring effective coordination between administrative structures and

services are essential for SEN student success. Overall, the guide aims to empower SEN

students in their journey toward higher education, offering a roadmap for inclusivity and

accessibility.

From secondary school and university to the employment sector

As the OECD (2022) states, the transition from education to the workforce is influenced by

various factors, including the duration and quality of schooling, labour market conditions,

economic environments, and cultural contexts. While some countries adhere to a traditional

sequence where individuals complete their education before seeking employment, others

have concurrent systems where education and employment occur simultaneously. Gender

disparities in this transition are evident across different nations, with significant proportions

of young women facing challenges in entering the labour force.

During periods of unfavourable labour market conditions, such as high unemployment

rates, there is often an incentive for young people to prolong their education to acquire

additional skills. This extended investment in education can serve as a strategic response

to unemployment, contributing to future economic growth by aligning individuals with the

skills demanded by the labour market. Moreover, providing support to employers through

incentives to hire young people can facilitate smoother transitions from education to

employment.

The absence of employment can have enduring consequences, particularly for

individuals experiencing prolonged periods of unemployment or inactivity, leading to

discouragement. Notably, young people not in employment, education, or training are a

significant policy concern due to the negative impact on their labour market prospects

and long-term social outcomes. For this reason, it is considered important to identify

social and economic inequalities that sometimes are overlooked. Some of the policies

or incentives that are carried out prioritise the need of employers over the well-being

of the workers. Advocating for policies that prioritise equitable access to education and

employment opportunities may address structural barriers. By embracing a more inclusive

and socially conscious approach, we can create a fairer and more resilient economy that

benefits everyone, not just some privileged ones.

An example of creating inclusive social economy business, as it is stated in GUREAK

(2024): “GUREAK is a Basque group of companies which generate and manage steady work

opportunities, suitably adapted, for persons with disabilities, with priority for people with

intellectual disability in Gipuzkoa. It is a diversified group, mainly active in the industry,
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services, and marketing domains”. Throughout their commitment to social responsibility

and inclusive practices, they strive to make a positive impact on both the economy and

society.

➔ From mainstream school to special settings and vice versa

Parents and educators should consider several parameters when planning such transitions,

including:

● Individualised support to the specific needs and abilities of the child. This support

might involve specialised teaching methods, individual education plans, emotional support,

such as therapy, or counselling.

● Open, consistent, and constructive communication between parents, teachers, and

the child is crucial. Regular meetings and updates can help address concerns and adapt the

transition plan as needed with support from a transition support team.

Strategies should be in place to facilitate the child’s social interactions. This may involve:

● peer support

● social skills training

● extracurricular activities.

Modifications and reasonable adjustments (Equality Act, 2010) may be necessary in

mainstream or specialised settings to ensure that the curriculum is appropriate and aligned

with the child’s abilities and learning style.

The research that is currently being presented is situated within the research project

‘Promoting a Culture of Participation in order to make both the Community and School

for all.’ It was carried out by the Zehar and Hazitegi research groups from Mondragon

Unibertsitatea between the years 2020 and 2022. The aim was to encourage everyone in

the centre to get involved and collaborate as a community. This also involved empowering

children and young people to participate more actively in making decisions about the

future and the community, creating a stronger sense of togetherness, and ensuring that

nobody was feeling excluded. To help students move smoothly from one school level to

another (from Infant Education to Primary Education; from Primary Education to Secondary

education and between the three cycles of Primary Education), we looked closely at these

transitions. We did this by talking to students (through participatory and engaging

techniques), families (through questionnaires), and teachers (through semi-structured

interviews), to understand what problems they face and how things can be made better. It

was discovered that making an action plan for these changes could help reduce worries,

adjust expectations, improve relationships between new students and teachers, give helpful

guidance and information for families, and ensure good coordination throughout phases.

Voluntary teachers, families, and researchers created a transition plan considering all

children, family, and teachers’ ideas. After the plan was put into action, the evaluation was
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made again asking all children, their parents and their teachers about the actions that were

carried out, their experiences, suggestions, and areas that needed improvement.

On the other hand, the Armenian study report (Bridge of Hope, 2015) examines the

country’s educational transition difficulties and potential practices from the viewpoints of

teachers, parents, children and young people, specialised personnel, and other important

stakeholders. It examines learners as they go from kindergarten through primary school,

then to secondary and higher/vocational school, as well as additional learning options

and jobs. It emphasised the crucial support needed for children, particularly those with

disabilities and suggested strategies like:

● Appointing transition staff or ‘liaison workers’ in both the ‘old’ and ‘new’ schools to

facilitate information exchange and ease the transition process.

● Identifying emotional, behavioural, developmental, or academic challenges by

existing staff and conveying this information through an Individual Education Plan (IEP) or

relevant documents.

● Completing and sharing IEPs before the transition.

● Organising meetings between upcoming students with disabilities, their guardians,

and teachers who will be involved, potentially including home visits.

● Recommending trial/transition days for students to visit the new school, along

with friends and family, for getting acquainted with the environment. Acknowledging the

necessity for staff training, especially when the new school’s staff requires support for

specific identified issues.

Although various strategies and examples are provided for different and specific

transition stages, given that transitions are continuous and are an ongoing process, it is

believed that all strategies can be applied to each of the transitions, tailoring them to each

specific one.

General approaches to facilitate educational transitions

It is important to explore various approaches that support transitions for children and

young people across different age groups and stages. Bridging programs can be valuable in

assisting students, young learners, and individuals as they navigate significant milestones

in their educational journey or broader life experiences. However, when considering these

programs and approaches, it is crucial to acknowledge and address the systemic barriers

that may impede successful transitions, particularly for those at risk of marginalisation.

When examining individuals in transition, such as young children transitioning from early

years to primary education or from home to early years settings, it is essential to adopt

a holistic perspective. This entails considering socio-emotional interventions, academic

support, effective utilisation of community resources, and multidisciplinary collaboration

(Fabian & Dunlop, 2007; Pianta, Cox & Snow, 2007). For example, when working with
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individuals, it is vital for teachers and educators to establish meaningful connections with

relevant stakeholders, ask pertinent questions, and ensure the inclusion of diverse voices.

The concept of “voice” is particularly significant, recognising that very young children

may not express themselves in conventional ways, but their needs are valid and must be

attended to. Involving families and being mindful of linguistic, social, cultural, and heritage

factors is crucial in promoting inclusive practices that involve co-production. Furthermore,

in contexts where individuals may experience oppression or marginalisation, employing a

relational pedagogy approach is vital (Doane, Hartrick-Doane & Varcoe, 2020; Woodrow &

Staples, 2019). This involves equipping teachers and educators with the necessary tools

to establish meaningful relationships, which in turn facilitate active listening, genuine co-

production, and purposeful planning. These are inclusive practices that empower

individuals who may otherwise be marginalised or oppressed.

Student and family voice

Understanding that participation is a key element in terms of inclusion, it is essential to

place the voices of children and their families at the centre of the school community.

Especially, during transition processes, listening, understanding, and taking into account

their experiences, perspectives and identified improvement aspects will be crucial in order

to design appropriate contexts for them.

Children and young people are active participants in their educational journeys. By

incorporating the child’s voice and perspective, the transition process becomes more child-

centred. A method that acknowledges that children have unique and diverse ways of

expressing their perspectives and experiences is the Mosaic approach. It is aptly described

as “a mosaic- an image made up of many small pieces, which need to be brought together

in order to make sense of the whole.” Essentially, the Mosaic approach provides young

children with various avenues to express their viewpoints, allowing them to communicate

their thoughts using what has been aptly referred to as their “hundred languages” (Clark &

Moss, 2005).

This approach aligns seamlessly with the concept of a “pedagogy of listening.” A

pedagogy of listening emphasises the importance of actively listening to children’s

thoughts and perspectives. It treats knowledge as something that is constructed, and

provisional. In other words, it recognises that knowledge is not merely the transmission

of a fixed body of information from adults to children but rather a dynamic and context-

dependent process (Paliokosta and Kindness, 2011).

A key aspect of this pedagogy of listening is that it respects the individuality and

uniqueness of each child’s perspective. It does not seek to make all children the same

or impose a uniform set of ideas. Instead, it recognises the diversity of experiences and

viewpoints that children bring to the table. It is a way of understanding and valuing the

individual voices and perspectives of children, acknowledging that these voices contribute
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to the rich tapestry of experiences and knowledge. This approach not only ensures that the

child’s views are considered but also empowers the child to take an active role in their own

transition (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). The use of the Mosaic approach (Clark & Moss, 2005;

Dahlberg & Moss, 2005) and a pedagogy of listening can significantly enhance effective

educational transitions for children, young people and their families in the following ways:

● Understanding Individual Needs (Ade, A. R., and Da Ros-Voseles, 2010): The Mosaic

approach, with its emphasis on valuing each child’s unique perspective, allows educators

and professionals to gain a deeper understanding of the individual needs, preferences, and

strengths of each child. This insight is invaluable during transitions because it helps them

tailor the transition process to the specific requirements of each child.

● Emphasising Continuity: Effective transitions often involve creating a sense of

continuity and familiarity for children as they move from one setting to another. The

pedagogy of listening ensures that the child’s voice is heard and respected throughout the

transition process. This continuity can reduce anxiety and provide a sense of security during

the transition.

● Reducing Anxiety and Resistance: By actively involving children and their families

in the transition process, potential anxiety and resistance associated with change can be

reduced. When children feel that their voices are heard and their concerns are addressed,

they are more likely to approach transitions with a positive and open mindset.

● Building Positive Relationships: Effective transitions are often facilitated by strong

relationships between educators, professionals, and families. The pedagogy of listening

promotes open and respectful communication. It encourages them to listen to parents’ and

children’s concerns, ideas, and expectations. This collaborative approach builds trust and

fosters positive relationships, which are essential for successful transitions (Clark & Moss,

2005).

● Supporting Special Needs and Disabilities: For children with special educational

needs or disabilities, understanding their unique perspectives and needs is even more

critical during transitions. The Mosaic approach allows educators to create targeted and

individualised plans for such children, ensuring that they receive the necessary support and

accommodations as they move into new educational settings.

● Ensuring Smooth Information Flow: The pedagogy of listening encourages a culture

of open communication and information sharing among all stakeholders. This is crucial

during transitions because it ensures that relevant information about the child’s needs,

preferences, and progress is effectively transferred between settings, preventing

disruptions in the child’s education.

The term student voice that is used above can also be illustrated through Hart´s (1992)

ladder of participation that illustrates the different ways in which children and young people

can participate.

Figure 1: Ladder of Participation
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Source: Hart (1992)

This view and participation can be ensured verbally and non-verbally as it recognises

that not all individuals may express themselves in conventional ways. Nevertheless, all

needs are valid and must be attended to. Various methods, such as visual representations

in Social Stories (Gray & Garand, 1993) or alternative and augmentative means of

communication for transition plans, can be used to understand and incorporate individuals’

needs, desires, and aspirations during transitions. Moreover, to ensure the participation

of both primary and secondary students in academic and social experiences, various

participatory techniques are illustrated by Messiou (2012). These techniques can be

effective in encouraging conversation with children.

The importance of acknowledging the student voice has been supported by practitioners,

academics, and policy documents. Moreover, over the last decades it has gained attention

due to the UN convention on the rights of Children (1989). The convention is the basis of

the most complete statement of children’s rights ever produced and is the most widely

ratified international human rights treaty in history. As it is highlighted in this convention,

every child has rights “without discrimination of any kind, irrespective of the child’s or his or

her parent’s or legal guardian’s race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion,

national, ethnic or social origin, property, disability, birth or other status” (Article 2). All this

work reinforces the rights of children to be heard and taken into account through Articles

12 and 13, which is a fundamental part of a child’s transition journey.

Addressing transition challenges requires deploying strategies that consider the

intersecting nature of various factors. Parental involvement also emerges as a key element

in many interventions and should be integrated as an integral part of the process. Although

international terminology may differ, the underlying principle remains the same: valuing

the voices of individuals, embracing involvement, and promoting meaningful co-production,

even for those who may be nonverbal (Egert et al., 2020). Involving families and being

mindful of linguistic, social, cultural, and heritage factors is crucial in promoting inclusive

practices that involve co-production.

– Person-Centred Planning (Link)

For all young people the transition from childhood to adulthood involves consolidating

identity, becoming more independent, establishing adult relationships, and living a fulfilled

life which may include employment, further education, or any other aspiration that an

individual may have. However, for young disabled people and their families, transition can

often become more challenging, as a result of disability, than for others.

Person-Centred Planning is a process of “continual listening, and learning, focussed on

the person.” Planning can support educational transition. For example, as a result of this

process of removing barriers, focusing first on the dream and working back from a positive

and possible future a Person-Centred Plan can help. Although there are different types of

Person-Centred Planning a path is the most commonly used method when working with

young people. A Person-Centred Planning path is a way of mapping out the actions required
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along the way. It is also very good for refocusing an existing team who perhaps support

a young disabled person or a young person from another marginalised group who are

encountering problems or feeling stuck, and mapping out a change in direction. With this

in mind O’Brien (1998) describes the Person-Centred path process as one that “celebrates,

relies on, and finds its sober hope in people’s interdependence” (O’Brien, 1998: 10). O’Brien

continues by stating that “at its core, it is a vehicle for people to make worthwhile, and

sometimes life changing, promises to one another” (O’Brien, 1998: 10).

It may be the case that an individual’s Person-Centred Planning journey highlights that

they may not be able to achieve every part of their dream. However, even if this is the case,

the Person-Centred Planning process explores ways in which the individual’s dream can be

broken down to identify which aspects can be achieved.

An example which is often given in Person-Centred Planning training is if a young person

had the aspiration of becoming an Airline Pilot. If this is not a realistic dream that can be

achieved, then the Person-Centred Planning process can help to explore what it is about

being a pilot that appeals to the young person. In exploring this further it might highlight

that the person potentially associates the idea of being a pilot with wearing a uniform and

helping people. Therefore, a positive outcome for the young person might not end up with

them becoming a pilot but instead still working in the airport in a role that requires them to

wear a uniform and to help people.

Person-Centred Planning also allows for questions to be asked in different ways, for

example, “what is important to you and for you?” are often asked as the one question, when

in reality they are two very different questions. Person-Centred Planning tools developed by

Helen Sanderson can also be used to aid this process such as one-page profiles. These

tools assist in gathering different perceptions of the individuals (Sanderson, 2023).

• – Self-determination in Person-Centred Planning (Link)

Self-determination in Person-Centred Planning regularly goes hand-in-hand as often when

an individual begins the Person-Centred Planning journey it becomes apparent that they

have lost their identity and with it their self-determination. This could be due to external

factors such as, but not exclusive to, a negative experience in education or negative

interactions with their peers (Legault, 2017)

The Self-Determination theory (SDT) is “a broad theory of human personality and

motivation concerned with how the individual interacts with and depends on the social

environment” (Legault, 2017: 1). It is thought of as a metatheory in the sense that it is made

up of several “mini-theories” which fuse together to offer a comprehensive understanding

of human motivation and functioning. SDT is based on the fundamental humanistic

assumption that individuals naturally and actively orient themselves toward growth and

self-organisation. In other words, people strive to expand and understand themselves by
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integrating new experiences; by cultivating their needs, desires, and interests; and by

connecting with others and the outside world (Legault, 2017).

However, SDT also asserts that this natural growth tendency should not be assumed, and

that people can become controlled, fragmented, and alienated if their basic psychological

needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are undermined by a deficient social

environment (Legault, 2017). Considering this theory, self-determination works on the basis

of individuals being continuously involved in social interaction that gives them purpose and

is part of them leading a fulfilled life.

Relating this notion back to Person-Centred Planning and educational transitions, it could

be argued that one of the reasons Person-Centred Planning exists is because the reality

is that individuals from marginalised groups are often not involved with continuous social

interaction and being connected with others in the outside world. The reality is that for a

lot of people who are regarded to be in marginalised groups of society, Person-Centred

Planning aims to change that by removing the barriers that being marginalised often brings,

enabling the person to dream big and as a result of doing so often this means that the

individual slowly gains their self-determination back. By doing so Person-Centred Planning

can help individuals aspire to be all they can be. This in turn should be apparent in their

educational transition.

There are various tools that can be used prior and in the early stages of Person-Centred

Planning. These various tools are aimed at enabling the individual at the heart of the plan

and those closest to them to think differently about their dreams and aspirations, who they

have around them, how they build on that, what needs to change and many other factors.

One of the tools that is often used to support an individual in thinking about who they

have around to support them is a Circle of Support (see Figure 1). This tool enables people

to start making connections and perhaps realise what connections they already have but

had perhaps overlooked. Connections are important for everyone regardless of ability. One

viewpoint of this importance is “When we seek for connection, we restore the world to

wholeness. Our seemingly separate lives become meaningful.”

• What does transition mean?

• What are the key aspects of successful transitions?

• How and why do educational transitions impact all aspects of our lives?

• Why are educational transitions important in order to address inclusion?

• Are there particular groups at risk of ineffective transitions?

• What are the barriers to successful educational transitions?

• How can school structures and practical activities tackle systemic inequalities?

• Are there theories that can explain the barriers to successful educational transitions?

• What might be some factors that would support teachers and educators in not being

overwhelmed by this process?

• How does Person-Centred Planning, self-determination, and co-production relate to
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school transition?

• What are practical ways to support effective educational transitions?

“Transitions are generally linked to changes in a person’s appearance, activity, status, roles

and relationships, as well as associated changes in the use of physical and social space,

and/or changing contact with cultural beliefs, discourses and practices, especially where

these are linked to changes of setting and in some cases dominant language. They often

involve significant psychosocial and cultural adjustments with cognitive, social and

emotional dimensions, depending on the nature and causes of the transition, the

vulnerability or resilience of those affected and the degrees of change and continuity of

experiences involved’’ (Vogler et al., 2008: 1).

Considering this definition as a starting point, it is acknowledged that transition

processes have been studied in various disciplines, namely, anthropology, psychology,

sociology, and education.

Nevertheless, in education, many authors have analysed educational transitions from

different perspectives. Transition concepts are frequently used in specific ways, such as in

terms of vertical and horizontal ‘passages’ (Kagan & Neuman, 1998). Vertical transitions

refer to significant changes from one state or status to another and are frequently

associated with ‘upward’ shifts such as from kindergarten to primary school, from primary

to secondary and even, from one grade to another one. Horizontal transitions are less

visible than vertical transitions and occur frequently. They refer to the everyday moves that

children (or any person) make between different parts of their lives, such as going from

home to school or from one care setting to another. These influence children’s movement

across space and time, as well as their entry and exit from institutions that affect their well-

being (Vogler et al., 2008).

There was a time when it was thought that the child had to be ready to make the

transition. This meant they had to gain some knowledge and skills before moving to the

next level of education. The characteristics of child readiness were introduced by Piaget’s

theory of development (1936). Levels of cognitive development, maturity, and growth were

used to determine what the child had learned. Later, research revealed that a kid’s abilities

were greatly underestimated, as they were not measured in different ways. This weakened

his hypothesis in several ways. However, numerous teachers and educators still employ his

idea to acquire a greater understanding of their students’ cognition. This understanding of

child readiness can be experienced as a barrier to ensuring successful transitions from an

inclusive perspective, as each child and individual will have a unique developmental and

learning process. Indeed, the context, which can be adjusted to better accommodate all

children and situations, underscores the importance of discussing school and community

readiness (Dockett & Perry, 2022).

Without change, there is no need for transition. This is why, during the transition

processes, external and internal changes are experienced (Dockett & Perry, 2014). External
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refers to context-related changes. These may be new people, peers and teachers, new ways

of interacting, the types of activities they are engaged in and new physical surroundings.

Nevertheless, these contextual changes also bring internal changes that refer to new roles,

responsibilities, and identities to the individual that is experiencing the transition. Major life

events can cause us to reconsider who we are and where we fit in the world. In this regard,

transitions may be seen as an opportunity for growth, to build new relationships, develop

skills and not as something negative. However, appropriate and supportive contexts must

be created to enable such opportunities. They can be interesting processes for personal

growth, building new relationships and developing skills, but as it was mentioned before, it

will be crucial to build appropriate context and provide support to ensure positive transition

experiences, as negative ones, can have a negative impact on social, emotional, and

academic spheres.

In this regard, the terms continuity and discontinuity are key concepts in relation to

change and transition. Continuity has become a major focus for transition policy, with calls

to promote continuity and reduce discontinuity, advocate for strategies that encourage

children’s learning to continue, promoting lessons and experiences that build on what

has come before (Dockett & Perry, 2022) and to avoid a dip in academic attainment

(Jindal‐Snape & Cantali, 2019).

Even if transitions can be understood as an ongoing process throughout our lives this

chapter will focus on the vertical transitions as we have considered that these are key

in every individual academic career. The importance of the horizontal transitions in each

of them, although not specified, is recognised, and will be addressed in more detail in a

separate chapter.

Description of a structural disadvantage

In the education system, a risk of exclusion is directly related to the transition from one

academic year to another, because educational transitions represent a critical phase for

many learners, especially for those who receive specific support, such as those with Special

Educational Needs (SEN). Through the lens of inclusion, transitions represent sensitive

phases in the school career in which more vulnerable groups of students seem to

experience a higher risk of marginalisation (Humphrey & Ainscow, 2006), losing

opportunities for participation and learning they experience in the passage from one school

grade to the next.

By understanding that it is the context that creates these systemic barriers for learning

and participation it is crucial to recognise they can lead to these unsuccessful transitions

within the educational sector. Such barriers stem from inequalities in educational

opportunities, such as limited access to inclusive classrooms depending on locality, lack

of individualised support through education plans, and appropriate accommodations.

International and local laws in various countries often mandate the provision of these
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supports to ensure that individuals are included within their school environments and

not just physically integrated (Lindsay, Wedell & Dockrell, 2020). These systemic factors

significantly impact the smooth transition of individuals within educational settings, and it

is important to address these factors understanding that every person has unique needs

and approaches to learning. This necessitates a focus on equal opportunities and equity,

prompting the need for changes and the development of provisions that enable individuals

to access their entitlements.

For instance, a lack of appropriate curriculum and reasonable adjustments in primary

schools can make the transition to secondary school challenging (Equality Act, 2010; 2014).

Failure to identify and address individuals’ needs, such as communication difficulties, early

on can result in an unfulfilling educational experience and subsequent identification of

emotional and behavioural difficulties during the transition to secondary education

(Evangelou et al., 2003; Mandy et al., 2016). Limited support networks and lack of

relationships with educators, families, other professionals and facilitators further

compound these challenges (Coffey, 2013; McLeod, 2023). Thus, the establishment of

multidisciplinary networks and support systems is essential in facilitating successful

transitions. Teachers and educators cannot be expected to navigate these moments alone,

as it is a systemic issue that requires sustainable practices to support both learners

and stakeholders. In some contexts, access to expert input and use of technology is

vital to ensure the creation of an inclusive learning experience. This involves enabling

teachers and educators to implement augmentative support software, screen readers, and

communication devices, promoting accessibility for children with diverse needs (Hersh,

2020). Additionally, equal distribution of services within geographical spaces and readiness

of families to enter the educational system, including those from rural areas, must be taken

into consideration. On the other hand, in some cases, the choice for the appropriate school

placement is not always available. For example, some research data revealed that the way

certain school systems operate undermine a variety of possibilities for young learners. For

instance, the transition from lower to upper secondary school in Italy is connected with

the first differentiation in different types of schools, some of them with a more academic-

orientation and others with a more vocational orientation. The choice of the type of school

at that stage can be a decisive moment in which more vulnerable groups experience

marginalisation, in the sense that they enrol to a school which leads to underachievement or

that reduces their expectation early on in their school career (Barban & White, 2011; Romito,

2014).

Discrimination, bias, and a lack of inclusive culture and understanding of diversity

contribute to exclusionary practices and limit resource allocation. Unconscious biases,

combined with limited resources, can lead to discriminatory practices that exclude

individuals from meaningful educational experiences and transitions (Council for Disabled

Children, 2015). It is important to challenge assumptions about learners’ needs, the purpose

of schooling and prior experiences to foster inclusivity. These considerations extend

502 | NAVIGATING INCLUSIVE EDUCATIONAL TRANSITIONS FOR ALL



beyond early years (Connolly & Gersch, 2016; Fontil et al., 2020) and primary education and

apply to transitions from secondary education to higher education as mentioned above.

Unconscious biases and inequalities related to financial status or opportunities continue to

impact how decisions are made and how students’ work is assessed, as well as decisions

about their future.

For example, difficulties in transition can occur due to different backgrounds. An Italian

study about immigrant children’s transition to upper secondary school has shown that the

final evaluations attributed by teachers to students at the end of lower secondary school

were predictors of secondary school choice: the enrolment in gymnasium rather than in

technical or vocational institute depended on the previous outcome (parental education

level of education influenced the choice of school not of previous achievements).

Immigrants had a significantly lower probability of enrolling in technical institutes and

gymnasium compared with natives and second-generation students. Two possible

explanations could be that 1) immigrants and their families had different ideas in terms

of investing in education and 2) the choice of a type of upper secondary school was

affected by poor and potentially biased counselling received by teachers during the last

year of lower secondary school, who suggested the enrolment in a vocational or technical

institute even if they had the same results as natives (Barban & White, 2011). Furthermore,

another study conducted in two lower secondary schools in Milan has shown that teachers

tend to suggest to the family with a low socio-cultural status a lower level for upper

secondary school, justifying their reflections with the social background and students’ life

conditions. In the frequent cases where students’ outcomes were not clearly located on one

level, but between two levels, teachers’ discussions focused on the cultural and economic

resources of the families and not about peoples’ skills (Romito, 2014). Some statistical

data from Italian educational institutions clearly showed that pupils with lower results at

lower secondary schools and disabled learners were over-represented in some types of job-

oriented schools. For instance, data about disabled students showed a preference towards

vocational institutes (6.9%) than technical institutes (2.3%) and gymnasium (1.4%). This

means that the majority of them attend a vocational institute (47.2%), instead of a technical

institute (32.7%) or a gymnasium (24.9%), even if at the end of the lower secondary school

they can choose whatever type of upper secondary school (MI, 2020).

Campus readiness, including physical, emotional, and social accessibility, is crucial for

individuals with intersectional needs who require accommodations and support to navigate

the system. Higher education has a noticeable lack of representation for disabled students

in this setting who tend to experience less favourable outcomes compared to their non-

disabled peers. Disabled students are more prone to discontinuing their courses, and those

who do complete their degrees often achieve lower academic results. For instance, in the

2016/17 academic year, a smaller percentage of disabled learners in the UK received a first

or upper second-class degree compared to those without reported disabilities (Office for

National Statistics: 2019). These disparities go beyond disability and to a wider area of
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potentially marginalised groups; for example, the disparity in degree attainment between

White UK-domiciled students and UK-domiciled ethnic minority (students at the first-degree

level is commonly referred to as the ‘ethnicity awarding gap.’ This gap represents the

difference in the percentage of White students receiving first or upper second-class degrees

and the percentage of ethnic minority learners achieving degrees of the same calibre (UUK

& NUS, 2019). Representation in learning experiences and curricula is vital for students to

feel a sense of belonging and experience smoother transitions.

Employment transitions also pose challenges, as prospective employers may harbour

negative judgments towards individuals who belong to marginalised groups (Bonaccio et

al., 2022). Cultural and linguistic barriers further compound these challenges, particularly

in diverse and turbulent times. These barriers can include ethnocentrism, stereotyping,

psychological, language, geographical distance, and conflicting values. Bilingual learners’

performance is influenced by their prior knowledge, and culturally sensitive questions

should align with their familiarity with the subject matter. Culturally sensitive interaction and

management strategies are crucial as cross-cultural transitions pose challenges, requiring

individuals to learn new skills, resolve cultural tensions, and manage stress (Ward & Szabó,

2019). Children and their families from diverse backgrounds may face additional stressors,

including normative and non-normative educational transitions, discrimination, financial

vulnerability, and practical problems (Bradley, 2000; Hanassab, 2006; Lee & Rice, 2007; Li &

Kaye, 1998; Lun et al., 2010; McGhie, 2017; Sawir et al., 2008; Sawir et al., 2012).

Considering these factors is essential throughout the educational journey, from early

years to university and beyond.

We also need to think about when the transition journey should start. In Scotland there

is often a debate around what age transition should be expected to begin, especially from

secondary school.

Theoretical Frameworks and PPCT model (process, person, context, time)

Given the various systemic inequalities operating during transitions, teachers and

educators may easily feel overwhelmed and think they have no control over external factors.

These factors include government policies on inclusion or the treatment of underserved

communities and populations at risk of marginalisation such as migrants, learners with

diverse learning styles to give some examples. This could lead to disengagement and a

belief that they cannot make a difference. Theoretical perspectives can help teachers and

educators navigate this complexity, make sense of the factors involved, and maintain a

sense of coherence. The process of educational transitions involves multiple theories and

factors due to its complex nature.

In psychology, the ecological system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) has been useful in

understanding transitions and their significance for children. Children’s development and

learning are viewed in relation to factors and circumstances covering the micro to the
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macro level in this model. This theory defines a transition as changes in activities,

relationships, identities, and roles (Ballam et al., 2017). Bronfenbrenner stated that “an

ecological transition occurs whenever a person’s position in the ecological environment is

altered as a result of a change in role, setting, or both” (1979: 26). This definition can be

applied to educational transition as meaning that it describes the change experienced by

individuals in the moment they enter or leave school or pass from one school grade into

the next. It affects the learners’ position in their ecological environment in the sense that by

crossing social, academic, and procedural issues (Hargreaves, 1990) transition influences

their psychological, social and intellectual wellbeing. In some cases, such transitions

represent new possibilities, a time to grow academically, socially, and emotionally (Roeser,

Eccles & Freedman-Doan, 1999). At the same time, the transition might be characterised by

discontinuity in physical location, difficulties in relationships with teachers and alienation

from peer groups (Ashton, 2008).

Whereas in sociology, one of the key concepts relating to transitions is considered

Bourdieu’s “social capital”. The goal is to uncover the most deeply buried structures of

different social worlds, as well as the mechanisms that tend to ensure either their

reproduction or transformation over time (Bourdieu, 1973). Related to a bio-ecological

framework, his work is particularly interesting in clarifying how events in the macro-system

(societal and cultural norms that shape the development) and chrono-system (the role of

the time affecting people’s growth and change, including life and historical events) may

impact individuals (O’Toole, 2014). This means that for example, some parents will have

greater or less access to resources, opportunities, knowledge, and skills inside and outside

their family to provide needed experiences to their children.

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) is a prominent one emphasising on

the influence of various systems and stages on individuals during transitions. This is in line

with the previous realisation that barriers or indeed facilitators to inclusive transitions which

are systemic and intersectional (Fontil et al., 2020). Social constructivist theory highlights

the importance of understanding learners within their sociocultural context (Bourdieu,

1973), emphasising the role of cultural responsiveness in creating successful transitions

(Vogler et al., 2008). Limited social interactions and collaboration opportunities can hinder

learners’ understanding and adjustment during transitions. Creating a supportive and

collaborative classroom environment that encourages peer interactions and scaffolding

(Morcom, 2016) can help mitigate this barrier.

When considering educational transitions, it is essential to acknowledge other diverse

theories at play. For instance, trauma response theory could also be considered, especially

when learners have experienced difficult or traumatic situations that impact their journey

(Department for Levelling up, Housing and Communities, 2023). Taking these factors into

account allows teachers and educators to create appropriate accommodations that

support students effectively. Implementing trauma-informed practices, such as creating
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safe and predictable environments and establishing trusting relationships, can support their

adjustment and well-being during transitions.

Notwithstanding the above, in this chapter we are drawing heavily on Bronfenbrenner’s

ecological systems theory with cultural responsiveness theory. By understanding the

multiple systems that shape a person’s development, such as the microsystem (including

individual needs and family), the mesosystem (interactions between different

environments), the exosystem (indirect influences through discourses and language), and

the macrosystem (cultural and societal influences), we can provide a comprehensive

approach to educational transitions.

Cultural and social factors, including limited representation of students’ cultural

identities, can affect their sense of belonging and engagement. Culturally responsive

teaching practices can address these factors and facilitate successful transitions.

By incorporating a sociocultural perspective and cultural responsiveness, we ensure that

peoples’ cultural backgrounds, experiences, and identities are valued and integrated into

the transition process (Lam, 2014). Recognising the impact of various interventions and

connecting the different systems through relational pedagogy fosters a supportive and

inclusive environment for individuals during transitions and throughout their educational

journey.

Some practical strategies and insights to navigate the complexities of educational

transitions will be provided below to equip teachers and educators to better support

learners in their transition experiences, fostering their holistic development and creating a

positive and inclusive educational environment.

Particularly in the context of Bronfenbrenner’s work, his framework on process, person,

context, and time in facilitating positive transitions, is mostly found in his later work (Hayes,

O’Toole & Halpenny, 2023). The most crucial aspect emphasised by Bronfenbrenner is the

process, particularly the relationships involved. Strong relationships between stakeholders,

students, and families are vital for successful transitions. The care, empathy, and

understanding shown by adults towards children significantly impact their development.

While various strategies and approaches exist, it is essential to remember that relationships

underpin them all. Kindness and genuine concern for the well-being of learners creates

a positive environment for successful transitions. Then, the person element recognises

how factors like culture, disability, and socioeconomics can affect the transition experience

(Aikens and Barbarin, 2008). For example, an autistic child starting in a new environment

may find it particularly challenging (Stoner et al., 2007). Language differences between

home and school can also complicate transitions. However, what is significant about

Bronfenbrenner’s work is that he does not solely attribute responsibility for support to the

individual; it also lies within the context.

Considering the context is crucial. Building links between different systems, such as

ensuring consistent support for an autistic child or embracing the linguistic and cultural

diversity of students, can facilitate smoother transitions. It is important to create an
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environment where individuals feel visible and represented, with resources and materials

that reflect their identities and experiences. According to a key worker approach the same

person should be meeting them at the door. Is this happening? Or in a primary setting,

are linkages formed for the child who comes into an educational session with a different

language than the one that is spoken and knows what to expect? Is this seen in a deficit way,

that she does not speak English, for example, or is it seen in a far more culturally attuned

way? Maybe the child does not speak English, but they do speak Russian and Romanian

and other languages. Does the child see themselves when they come to the educational

setting if they are visible? Are there dolls who look like them in the early childhood setting?

Are there books in the primary setting or the secondary setting that talk about people who

are like me and my family? Arguably, context is hugely important. Do we create linkages for

people in their transition? Or do our structures erect disjuncture and difficulties for people

to make those transitions?

Time is another factor to consider, and that can be your personal time, or it can be

the more social historical piece. Personal time, such as a pupil’s developmental stage,

can influence the ease of transition. Younger children, for example, may find it harder to

transition to primary school. Social-historical factors, such as the impact of the COVID-19

pandemic on education, also play a role. Recognising the timing and adapting accordingly

can help mitigate difficulties.

Continuity in relationships and strategies is important across educational stages, from

early years to primary, secondary, and higher education. Using data-informed materials

and providing early tutor support can be beneficial, especially for marginalised groups.

Establishing and nurturing relationships can help address oppression and cater to

individual needs, as advocated by Paulo Freire (1993).

Lastly, recognising that children do not exist in isolation but within families, communities,

and cultures is crucial. Educational settings need to value and prioritise these wider

relationships. Inclusive strategies for building connections with families should focus on

fostering positive encounters rather than relying on specific methods or tools, it is important

to someone now, and for the future. “It is not simply a collection of new techniques for

planning to replace individual Programme Planning” (van Dam et al., 2008: 3). It is based on

a completely different way of seeing and working. The journey of Person-Centred Planning

is fundamentally about sharing power and community inclusion.

Key transition moments

As mentioned above, in this chapter we will focus on the following vertical transitions: from

home to early childhood education; from early childhood education to primary education;

from primary education to secondary education: from secondary education to further and

higher education; from secondary school and university to the employment sector; and from

mainstream school to special settings and vice versa.
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➔ From home to early childhood education

This is a key transition because it is the separation of the children from their families.

According to Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969), which is supported by Peter Elfer’s key

person approach, cooperation between families and carers or educators is required to

ensure secure contexts and facilitate settling (Elfer et al., 2012). Attachment theory

supports the value of strong attachment/bond with a primary caregiver and later with the

educators who care for them; this is critical to a child’s transition and the need to feel secure

in order to explore, learn and engage with their surroundings. Ensuring the individual needs

of each child are responded to and that the child is supported in establishing a positive

relationship with themselves should be prioritised. When children form a strong bond with

educators, they are much more likely to feel safe, confident, included, and happy. Many

scholars agree that adaptation is a process with a variable duration. It concludes when

a child effectively copes with the separation from their primary attachment figures, which

may include their mother, father, or grandparents. During this process, the child also takes

on their new role as an early childhood student and becomes accustomed to their new

physical, emotional, educational, and school environments (Fernández, 2016).

➔ From early childhood education to primary school

This change comes at a crucial juncture as it may contribute to future transitions and the

child’s socio-emotional development. It is a moment in which the discontinuity process is

experienced because of various circumstances of personal, social, and academic growth.

Children and their families experience feelings of loss of familiarity, concern, nervousness,

or uncertainty related to new requirements as a primary student and their new role, not

only for children but also for parents. However, it also represents personal, social, and

academic stimulation (Niesel & Griebel, 2007). This is related to the differences between

the two stages and the volume of changes that are faced in terms of discontinuities in new

reference teachers, unfamiliar spaces, different time distribution and new teaching-learning

approaches. A positive experience at this stage may affect their ability to reach their full

potential and deal with future transitions (OECD, 2017a). In primary education, the learning

process begins to be considered as a formal activity. There is evidence that a positive start

to school is important for later social and educational outcomes (Davies & Troy, 2020).

Children who start positively, may be better prepared to take advantage of the educational

opportunities that come their way and develop successful friendships and social networks.

In contrast, children who experience academic and social difficulties at the beginning of

school are likely to continue to struggle throughout their school careers, and frequently into

adulthood (Demirtaş-Zorbaz & Ergene, 2019).
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➔ From primary to secondary education

According to research, for many pupils, the transition from primary to secondary education

is an overwhelming process that requires adequate support (Bloyce & Frederickson, 2012).

Adolescents, because of puberty, go through a variety of physical and emotional changes

and challenges during this stage. Making the transition for many pupils involves not only

adjusting to a new and larger physical environment, but also adapting to different school

expectations, new ways of thinking, different teachers, learning in a variety of subject areas,

and interacting with a larger number of peers. The ability of a learner to cope with these

changes has a significant impact on how they feel about school and progress through

secondary education (Hopwood et al., 2016). This can bring the emergence of anxiety

processes affecting their self-esteem and academic motivation (Jindal-Snape et al., 2023).

➔ From secondary education to further and higher education

All educational transitions are important because they are times of change and potential

uncertainty but the transition to post-compulsory education has an added risk and value

because it is the first time when learners may decide not to continue their studies. When it

comes to promoting equity in education systems and equal opportunities for all students,

educational transitions from compulsory to post-compulsory education are crucial points

and key components (Egido & Martínez-Novillo, 2020). Moreover, they can present a

challenging time for young people with emerging expectations and conflict in terms of

perceived independence both at home and in education. This is also a period of exploration

when young individuals are shaping their identities, developing personal values, and

contemplating future aspirations, often requiring support and guidance (Morris & Atkinson,

2018).

Educational pathways have changed and become more diverse and plural because of

recent social changes such as school year extension, lifestyle diversification, and increased

labour market flexibility. This “de-standardisation” does not, however, imply that institutional

patterns and cultural values do not shape what is perceived as normal in each context and

influence students’ decisions. In terms of the construction and perpetuation of inequalities,

this stage may mark the setting out of various paths based on different social values,

resulting in a variety of life experiences and opportunities (Tarabini & Ingram, 2018).

Most education systems continue to differentiate between an academic stream that

prepares people for university admission and a vocational route designated for students’

training for the labour market once compulsory schooling is completed. Research has

shown that this institutional divergence is associated with a class bias since family

socioeconomic background may determine the course selected after completing

compulsory schooling (Santos, 2023).

Transitioning to university education is seen as a significant challenge for them, involving

changes in environment, instructors, and systems. This shift is both anticipated and feared.
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For learners, moving from having familiar academic accommodations to the uncertainty

of their use in university can be daunting. Lack of knowledge about the new educational

system and its resources adds to concerns. The absence of transition measures can lead

to difficulties and even dropouts for disabled students. Proper guidance during this stage

is crucial, acting as a bridge between secondary and university education. It helps people

develop adaptability skills, ensuring a successful integration into university studies and

preventing potential failures and dropouts (CERMI, 2020).

➔ From secondary school and university to the employment sector

Transitioning from school to work can be challenging and result in unemployment. Early

school dropouts are considered to have an impact on lower skills and educational

attainment, making them more difficult to employ than their peers who stayed in school

longer. In OECD countries, most people leave school between the ages of 20 and 24, but

13% of 15 to 19-year-olds have already dropped out. To ensure successful entry into the

labour market, individuals must complete at least upper secondary education. Staying in

school not only improves educational attainment but also develops skills necessary for a

smoother transition into the workforce. As a result, identifying and supporting students who

are at risk of dropping out will be necessary (OECD, 2017b).

The transition from university to work can cause feelings of professional uncertainty and

a lack of coping, both of which are important factors in the mental health of young

professionals. ‘Practise shock’ is a term used to describe the gap between two areas of

knowledge (Geirdal et al., 2019). Studies on the transition from university to work have

addressed learner identity, student engagement, the fit between higher education and the

labour market, motivation, emotions, and approaches to learning (Izzo et al., 2022). The

above study shows that the issue is complex and there are no clear and easily applicable

solutions from a business, policy, or societal perspective.

➔ From mainstream school to special settings and vice versa

In some countries, special schools still operate as part of the education continuum and

there is an evolving role of special schools in the context of educational inclusion for

children with Special Educational Needs (SEN) where the traditional role of special schools

as providers of segregated education is being challenged, with an advocated shift towards

a partnership with mainstream schools to offer inclusive education (Allan & Brown, 2001;

Department for Education and Skills DfES, 2004; Fletcher-Campbell, 1994; Gibb et al., 2007).
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In the context of this, children may experience transitions from:

• Mainstream Class to Special Class or Special School:

‘A student who has been in a mainstream class transitions to a special class within a

mainstream school or a separate special school.’ Concerns may involve the child’s ability

to adapt to a more specialised environment, the impact on friendships, and the tailored

support available. Parameters to consider are the specific needs that drove the transition,

the suitability of the new setting in addressing those needs, and the continuity of support.

• Special Class to Full-time Mainstream Class:

‘A student who has been attending a special class in a mainstream school moves into a full-

time mainstream class.’ Concerns may include the child’s ability to adapt to a larger class

size, the pace and complexity of mainstream curriculum, and their social inclusion.

Parameters to consider include the provision of additional support within the mainstream

class, modifications to teaching methods, and strategies for fostering social interactions.

• Special School to Special Class in Mainstream School:

‘Some students with special educational needs start in a special school and then move

to a special class within a mainstream school.’ Concerns may revolve around the child’s

adjustment to a new, larger environment and interacting with a more diverse group of peers.

Parameters to consider include the level of support needed in the special class, alignment

of the curriculum with the student’s needs, and the transition’s impact on the child’s social

development.

Each transition scenario above, and others that may not have been covered here, requires

careful planning and consideration of the child’s unique needs and circumstances.

Parameters like individualised support, effective communication, and emotional well-being

should be addressed to make the transition as successful as possible.

Ways of supporting key transition moments

In this section, we will describe various experiences of aforementioned vertical transitions,

which will be presented in the following order again: from home to early childhood

education; from early childhood education to primary education; from primary education

to secondary education: from secondary education to further and higher education; from

secondary school and university to the employment sector; and from mainstream school to

special settings and vice versa.
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• From home to early childhood education

As Febrer Bellostes and Jansà (2011) stated, the process of transition begins well before

children actually start attending school. These are some of the key aspects that should be

taken into account:

Explaining the next academic year School Plan: Educators plan in advance for the

upcoming school year, often before the current year ends. Discussions with families and

students take place during this planning phase to ensure a smooth transition. This includes

the initial meeting with other families, during which the physical spaces and schedules of

the school are established. “This meeting is critical for communicating the significance of

the transition and we discover how truly necessary we are to each other” (Neill & Sanderson,

2012: 4).

• Co-production

Another useful approach is the so called “enabling co-design” (Curto & Marchisio, 2022)

or simply co-design or co-production, where the purpose is to support individuals from

marginalised groups and their families at an early stage in a life path with transitions

without predictable and pre-selected options, but on the contrary, it allows people to live

the life they would like, in a more complex and articulated way. This takes place as a right

without conditions and by means of a global accompaniment of people in various aspects

and transitions of their life, taking into account possible unforeseen events along the way,

without something pre-established or rigidly predefined, but promoting empowerment for

ensuring them the control of their existence with all the freedom of decision-making and

the space to imagine their future (Barnes, 1990; Marchisio, 2019; Rappaport, 1977). In this

way, there is no longer someone who directs and fits individuals into rigid and structured

paths that others consider more suitable for them (Prinz, 2018). In fact, the educators’ role

changes radically from a care model, mainly based on reduced options and pre-packaged

answers, offering instead a service in a dialogic process made up of different points of view,

in which their opinion can represent only as a piece of advice or a suggestion, which is

added to the other multiple possibilities in a common and shared decision-making process

(Bianquin & Besio, 2021; Marchisio, 2019). The educator, rather than providing answers, has

the task of asking questions to guide the process in support of their choices. Basically, there

are two key questions: “Who decided this?” and “If it were me?” With the first, therefore, it

is important to understand that choices are in individuals’ hands, from the smallest to the

most important, both in the short and long term. With the second question, on the other

hand, it is possible to imagine a certain condition of life and to put oneself in the other’s

shoes when a decision needs to be made. Through co-design approach it is therefore

possible to support individuals in their life project with different educational transitions,

where they establish and build their aims in an articulated system of relationships, mapping
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the network with and around them and their family, based on unpredictable situations and

nonlinear paths (Marchisio, 2019).

• Circle of Support

If we refer back to the quote mentioned above, it indicates that we are all human and we all

require support whether we are categorised as being from a marginalised group of society

or not. Being human, we are all different, but in many ways, we are all the same. We are

the same in that we all require connections and to feel that we have the support of others

around us. In relation to Circles of Support illustrated in the diagram below, this method

assists those from marginalised groups to identify who they have around them and how

to build either on the Circle of Support they already have or to build a new one. Circles of

Support are important in a child’s transition because it helps them and those closest to

them who they have around them. In doing this they can identify who is the best person

to support the child at particular stages of transition and think about how to build on their

circle of support.

Figure 2: Circle of Support

Source: Danielle Farrel based on Marsha Forest and Jack Pearpoint

The idea of a circle is both simple and ancient. It is the way that the first human beings

decided everything about how they would live. A circle is simply a group of people who

come together regularly with a common purpose, who think and talk together, then agree
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and take actions that will further that purpose. It is based on humanity and human

relationships, and on the way that a group of people working together can harness their

mental and physical resources toward a common end. When a circle is built around a

person who would otherwise tend to find themselves underestimated and excluded from

society, the circle’s focus can be turned onto challenging it’s members to explore ways of

enabling the person at its centre to reach their highest potential, to develop positive roles

and relationships and to live the kind of life that makes most sense to them. It links the

person up with others but also links everyone involved with each other. This is often the

case when supporting individuals from marginalised groups to build a Circle of Support.

Often people from those groups have dreams and aspirations as referred to earlier in the

chapter, that without support would not be achieved or need to be reframed. Therefore, as

a result of challenging the members of an individual’s circle, it is opening up exploration of

ways to assist the individual at the heart of it to achieve their dreams.

Most people build their own circles quite naturally and informally through their everyday

lives. However, one issue that is common to many people who are from marginalised

groups of society, is that they become socially isolated. Often people find that the only

people consistently in their lives are close family or paid carers. This is indicated on the

diagram provided and built upon through the suggested task at the end of this chapter.

When it is the case that an individual from a marginalised group is feeling isolated it

becomes necessary to consciously build circles and connections with the person, because

for some people connection does not occur easily or automatically.

Sometimes a circle can even begin with just the focus person and one other person

making a commitment to work to build a Circle of Support around the person, however

difficult that is, and however long it takes. This more ‘intentional’ work of building

connections in order to overcome a person’s social isolation is what is meant by a ‘Circle of

Support’ (Neill & Sanderson, 2012).

Circles are very diverse. They must, by their nature, reflect much of the culture and values

of the participants, who own the circle together. We do feel, however, that there are certain

clear principles that are common among Circles of Support:

1. Purpose: Circles are drawn together by a common purpose and by motivations that are

unique to each individual involved. Overall, the purpose of cultivating circles at scale is

to build the capacity of our communities to include and welcome everyone.

2. People: People come to the circle to help build the life of the person and the strength

of the community around them. Those closest to the person come because of their

love or friendship for the person. Others come because they wish to create and expand

community capacity. Some are invited because they can provide a useful service to the

person or the circle, some are paid service providers.

3. Vision: Circles create a shared vision of the future based on what is learned about what

is important to the person and who the person is. They find ways to move toward this
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vision.

4. Capacity: Circles speak the language of capacity. They seek out their own capacities,

the person’s strengths and gifts, and the resources of the community and find ways to

appreciate, value and use these gifts to the full.

5. Inclusion: Circles call to the values that lie deepest in our hearts and ask us to have

the courage to express them. The circle is a space of respect and honesty. We keep

working to earn the trust that enables this. Circles are a practical inclusion tool that

expands the capacity of society to welcome and support all its members.

6. Listening: Everyone in the circle must have time to think, time to speak. The circle

practices listening mindfully and with respect to create a soothing space where diverse

opinions and knowledge can be shared.

7. Thinking: Circles create a thinking environment to think together about possibilities.

Spending time together to think is far too rare in social care. When supporting a

person’s whole life, it is useful to spend a couple of hours thinking about its direction

and quality.

8. Learning: The circle has a radical openness to learning; a preparedness to change

anything and everything based on what is discovered during their interaction with the

person and the world.

9. Power: The circle is founded with the aim of establishing ‘power with’ rather than

‘power over.’ An understanding of power and a sharing of roles and responsibilities

helps us generate ‘power to’ and ‘power within,’ both in the circle and in the person at

its focus (Neill & Sanderson, 2012).

In recent times Health and Social Care and the way services are designed and delivered

have gone through lasting change in several areas of the world. Due to this, the potential for

a reinvigoration of the idea of Circles of Support seems immense. Using the control over

resources that personal budgets in health and social care offers to people, coupled with

the practice of building a supportive network of allies around a person becomes a powerful

mechanism for implementing change in that person’s life, change in the way services

interact with that person, and a fundamental change in the way communities receive and

regard people who require long-term support. Circles are actually a deeply practical way

of building social and community capital and of harnessing ‘social productivity.’ Circles of

Support, coupled with personal budgets, have the potential to become powerful methods

of delivering support for many more people, and not just disabled people, although this

will require an investment of resources, commitment, and energy at many levels from the

leadership of health and social care (Neill & Sanderson, 2012).

Local contexts
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An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=453#h5p-42

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

1. Think about your transitions’ experience, could you reflect on key transitions important

in your life, identifying main barriers and helpful strategies in these key moments?

2. Think about your students, could you reflect on key transitions important in their life?

3. Considering the Bronfenbrenner ecological system, can you apply this theory to

broaden your understanding of relationships and how these can differ for marginalised

groups?

Task for readers: Based on what you have learned about Circles of Support, draw your own

Circle of Support and think about who you would have in each of the circles (loved ones,

friends, acquaintances and people paid to be in your life). Once you have done this, cover up

the ‘friends’ and ‘acquaintances’ circle. You should now only be left with the circle entitled

‘me’ which represents you, the ‘loved ones’ circle, which is for family and those closest to

you, and the circle representing ‘people paid to be in your life’. The purpose of doing this

exercise is to represent that this is the reality for many individuals at risk of marginalisation

that they only have loved ones and those paid to be in their life who are actively in their life.

How does the prospect of this make you feel? The overall outcome of this exercise is to

enable the reader to reflect on how they would feel if they were in that position, but also how

in their professional role would they support those from marginalised groups to broaden

their Circle of Support and think about how to get more of the right support around each

individual.
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Glossary terms

Marginalisation: The state of being considered unimportant, undesirable, unworthy,

insignificant and different resulting in inequity, unfairness, deprivation and enforced lack

of access to mainstream power (UNDP, 1996:1) Marginalised populations are defined as

groups and communities that experience discrimination and exclusion (social, political

and economic) due to unequal power relationships across economic, political, social and

cultural dimensions (Vaccine, 2011).

Person-Centred Planning: Person-Centred Planning means putting the needs of the

individual, their views and feelings at the centre of planning their care and support.

It helps everyone involved listen to them and understand and respect what’s important to

them and how they want to live their life. Person-Centred Planning is a journey that removes

the barriers that marginalisation often brings and enables people from those groups to

dream big and identify ways and what they need to be in place to assist them in achieving

their dreams and aspirations (Neill & Sanderson, 2012).

Circles of Support: Circles of Support are a way of helping an individual to identify

those they have around them and in what capacity they can support them. This method of
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support can assist someone in building a Circle of Support from scratch and making new

connections or building on the support they already have. This way of support can be used

when helping those from marginalised groups recognise what support they have and/or

what support they need. However, everyone regardless of their background, social status,

etc. could benefit from having a Circle of Support as this method is underpinned by being

human and by being connected (Neill & Sanderson, 2012).

Child readiness: Readiness holds varying definitions for different individuals. Sometimes,

it’s linked to age or developmental stage. In other cases, readiness is assessed through

checklists of skills and knowledge to determine what children should know before starting

school. Moreover, certain interpretations of readiness highlight social and emotional

aspects. However, the overarching theme in these viewpoints is the emphasis on the

individual child and whether they have reached a specific point that signifies readiness

(Dockett & Perry, 2009).
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AN INTRODUCTION TO PERSON CENTRED
PLANNING – AND ITS POTENTIAL FOR
SCHOOLS

Andreas Hinz; Petra Elftorp; Sandra Fietkau; and Yuzhen Xu

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=665#oembed-1

Example Case

Example story 1
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He made a difference

“Tow was an eight-year-old boy in China, diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
(ADHD) and emotional behaviour disorders. He was very aggressive and often came into
conflict with his classmates, even hitting other people at times. Students and parents were
angry and complained to Tow’s teacher.

Tow’s parents were divorced, and he lived with his father and his grandparents. The father was
unemployed, and his parenting style involved ‘fist and violence.’

The grandmother took care of the whole family and was under a lot of pressure. She felt that
her neighbours were unfriendly because of their unhappy family. She was also emotional and
complained endlessly.

The school felt challenged in terms of Tow’s education, while there was also tension in the
community where Tow and his family lived. The school and the community sat together and
talked about how to improve Tow’s education and community life. They developed a plan
with the boy and his family, by holding discussions two or three times a month. Multiple
departments in the school and beyond worked together. For example, social workers and
a psychologist visited the family; community workers communicated with the residents to
develop their understanding and acceptance of Tow and his family. Medical doctors were
also involved when needed. School teachers encouraged empathy and care from classmates
and parents. They helped the boy to develop his interest in music and carried out positive
behavioural interventions.

Thanks to the support from both inside and outside the school, over time, Tow’s life greatly
improved. He started to really enjoy coming to school and got along much better with his
classmates.

In the neighbourhood, someone said, “Oh, his mother is not around, I would like to be his
‘mother,’ or to give him the love of a mother.” Tow’s family also made some changes. His father
became more positive and tried to find a job; his grandmother felt the passion and friendliness
of the people in the community, and established good relationships in her neighbourhood. As
Tow grew, so did the teachers. Learning by doing, teachers constantly study and experiment
with intervention methods, and they were inspired by Tow’s progress.”

Yuzhen Xu

Example story 2
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A boy always said: I want to become a medical doctor!
“My name is Ines, and I’m a very lucky person because I had the chance to learn about Person
Centred Planning and support circles, and I facilitated a lot of these circles during the last 30
years. I really must warn everybody because it’s something you can be longing for, if you know
how to do it, because it’s a very essential thing. In a way, it’s a key thing for feeling humanism
in the world – and it is at the heart of inclusion. It’s not a method I was operating, but when I
heard about it, I was sure that I wanted to do things like this. To give you just one example:

There was a young man who, as a little child, already started to think about his future. He
thought about ‘What would I like to work as? I want to become a doctor, a medical doctor!’
This is what he said. When he explained this to his mother it was a little bit special because he
had Down’s Syndrome, he had the 21st chromosome three times. However, in some cases, our
societies seem to know what is possible and what is not! So, the mother felt all the time: ‘Oh,
how can I explain to him that this will never happen, and no university will accept him?’ This
was a big thing in the family.

It was a wonderful thing when he was a youngster that his mother told others: ‘Oh, he always
tells me he will be a medical doctor in the hospital. How shall I stop him from this stupid idea?’
They built a circle around him. They had a meeting, and they did some Person Centred
Planning. So, they gathered all their friends around and the people who facilitated these
processes, they all knew that it’s a gift if somebody has a certain dream. Very often you have
to work to see what the dream is and here this young man was always talking about his
dream.

The group had the challenge of finding out what the quality of this dream was and what lay
behind all this. What does it mean for anybody to be a doctor, and especially for him, if he can
express it? Maybe it means to be an important person, a helpful person. Maybe it means how
to be dressed and to receive respect because of what he is doing and so on. So, the wonderful
thing about this circle was that they were thinking in that way: Okay, we have to find a position
for him, and create it, if it’s not already existing, where he can have all the things he wants
without going to university and studying medicine. And luckily, one of the friends sitting there,
she knew somebody who knew somebody … and sometimes you need these types of
relationships.

So, to make a long story short: The outcome of the whole thing was that he got a job in a clinic
for people who lay in a coma. And yes, his role was wearing a white skirt, he was going into
the rooms, filling with the disinfectant for everyone’s hands. He ensured that everything was
where it needed to be for when the beds were dressed. He was also allowed to sit at the beds
of people and touch their hands, to talk to the people, to be soft with them, and to tell them
some stories about what is going on outside. I could cry from being so moved when I relay
this story.

Then he genuinely didn’t miss any medical studies, and he never asked to go to university. He
was happy being a relevant person in this context, and his dreams were fulfilled. Maybe one
day he will be unhappy. Or maybe one day somebody will tell him that this clinic doesn’t work
anymore and so on. Then he will know that it’s a wise thing to gather good people around you
and talk about what you’re longing for and then find relationships to help solve these
problems. Find steps to bring it into the world if it doesn’t already exist. Then the community
will win, will gain a lot, and will change. I’m sure this is a win-win-win-situation. It certainly has
been in this clinic. He will always be a winner if he does it this way. That’s my story. This was
one example with a person labelled as having a disability.”

Ines Boban, Germany/Croatia, long-time activist for facilitation of Person Centred Planning
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Initial questions

In this chapter you will find answers to the following questions:

• What are the basics of Person Centred Planning?

• What makes Person Centred Planning specific in relation to other forms of planning?

• What are the main principles of Person Centred Planning?

• What is the difference between Person Centred Thinking and Person Centred

Planning?

• What are the areas, potentials, and challenges of Person Centred Planning?

• What theories could help explain why Person Centred Planning works?

Introduction to Topic

Person Centred Planning happens when a group of people come together, dream and gather

ideas during one, or several, meetings. Mostly the planning is done with and for one person,

which we refer to as the ‘main person.’ It can also be done for a group, a project, or systems

– like schools. During the planning process, a collective vision is created on what a good life

in society could look like and how it can be achieved together. The focus is on the strengths

of the person, group or system and relies on a form of co-construction.

Person Centred Planning is interesting for several reasons, not least for teachers:

Firstly, it helps to start dialogues. Of course, teachers have lots of dialogues, but often

about academic topics, or about children (with colleagues and parents) and perhaps not

so much with children about their dreams and thoughts about the future, especially if they

define themselves mainly as a teaching person and less as a learning supporter.

Secondly, Person Centred Planning promotes thinking outside the box as there is an

emphasis on dreaming and developing new ideas in a safe space without judgement.

As Person Centred Planning is independent from institutions, the place, or the institution

should not limit reflections and ideas.

Thirdly, it helps to see the whole person and their future, not just past experiences or

individual achievements. Person Centred Planning is – as the name suggests – centred on

the person, not on some aspects relevant to school.

Fourthly, it helps to reflect on your own role as a teacher and your ideas and dreams for

your future.

Finally, it may inspire you to look for opportunities to start Person Centred Planning
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processes in schools – for students and perhaps even for the school itself, in a person

centred context.

Key aspects

Basics of Person Centred Planning

In order to present the underpinning conditions for Person Centred Planning, we draw on

Beth Mount’s work as she identifies four central aspects. We refer to these as the four

cornerstones of Person Centred Planning (Mount, 2014), as can be seen in Fig.1.

Figure 1: Four cornerstones of Person Centred Planning

Source: Own illustration adapted from Mount, 2014.

The first of the cornerstones is about finding the gift in the person. This is based on

the idea that everyone is unique and has their own set of key interests and abilities. It is

important to note that this is not about finding a hidden talent or ‘superpower’ within the

person. The ‘gift’ does not have to be extraordinary; it can be a wish to help others, or to

care for animals, for example. It is about finding out what ‘makes someone tick,’ or what

makes someone smile in the morning. While some are very clear about their own strengths,

interests, and dreams, many people need help from others to figure out what that is. In

practice, there are many ways of exploring this with the main person. For example, you may

ask a question such as ‘What would an ideal day look like for you?’ Or: ‘What are the things

you think about when you feel really good?’ These types of questions are utilised to find out

what the gift in the person is. In the school setting, perhaps you as a teacher could pay

particular attention to the subjects or topics that a student is interested in, to explore that

further.

The second cornerstone, building relationships of commitment, on the one hand focuses

on people coming together for the Person Centred Planning; thinking together; coming

up with ways of supporting each other. During the planning meeting, relationships are
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deepened, or sometimes even just started. These relationships can be based on mutual

interest, for example, during a planning meeting two people find out they are both big fans

of the same soccer club and decide to watch games together at the weekends.

Also, these relationships can be based on mutual care and support, the interest in each

other’s well-being. For example, one person at the planning meeting agrees to accompany

the main person to their doctor’s appointments, making sure that the voice of the person is

heard, and the person understands what the doctor says and wants.

On the other hand, the relationship aspect also focuses on broadening the relationship

circle. Expanding the circle is a way of developing social networks of people and looking for

people that are not yet part of the circle but could be helpful for what the circle is working on

or could also benefit from being part of the circle. In a school setting, it could be something

as simple as running a board games club at lunch time, to help broaden the social circle of

a student – creating opportunities for students who share a similar interest to make new

friends.

The third of the cornerstones is asking for more from organisations. This is about

acknowledging that when there is a dilemma pr problem, it is not always an individual that

should have full ownership of that problem. Often, issues can be structural and shared with

other people in the same, or similar, settings. When structures are in place which lead to

several people, or groups, experiencing difficulties, organisations should be asked how they

can change or develop to support individuals, or groups, better. An example from a school

setting is, there could be several students who have an issue with the school uniform policy,

maybe because of a gendered dress code which makes them feel very uncomfortable.

Rather than coming up with a workaround for one student at a time, we could be asking

for more from the organisation, in this case the school! This may involve empowering the

students to come together to influence and have a say in how we can make the school

uniform policy more inclusive.

In other scenarios, it may also be a neighbourhood that could be ‘asked to do more,’ like

in the case of Tow where the neighbours were instrumental to the solution of a difficult

situation. Or it could be a medical clinic, as in the case of the boy with Down’s Syndrome,

where a bespoke solution led to a meaningful job where he could realise his dream.

The fourth cornerstone, Beth Mount refers to community: finding assets and openings in

communities, looking for places where people can thrive. Or to paraphrase: ‘digging into the

social goldmines of community.’ With this fourth aspect, Beth Mount emphasises the need

and potential for connection. Within communities, either local or distant, there is almost

infinite potential, if we keep looking for it. Find people, explore places, look for groups,

events and organisations to find these openings that create opportunities for people to lead

a good life. Also, this cornerstone emphasises the need to look for a diverse group of people

participating in Person Centred Planning. The more richness and variety, the bigger the

connections into various places and communities will be so the main person, and the circle,

can benefit. In case of a school, the places in community can be clubs or organisations that
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would like to co-operate, for example, a sports club that offers its’ training field to interested

students, or a local bakery that offers their business to a group of students for a limited

time in order to learn about production and sales from the actual process of producing and

selling baked goods.

Different approaches to planning

In order to highlight what the essence of Person Centred Planning we are drawing

comparisons with more traditional approaches to planning. In general, there are many

different forms of planning. John O’Brien, one of the developing pioneers of Person Centred

Planning, illustrated this very well in his publication from the 1990’s, with the two images

(Fig. 2 and Fig. 3).

Figure 2: Individual Program Planning

532 | AN INTRODUCTION TO PERSON CENTRED PLANNING – AND ITS POTENTIAL FOR SCHOOLS



Source: O’Brien & Lovett, 1992: 8

In Figure 2 the idea of a more traditional approach of individual program planning is

illustrated. There is a team of experts with specific knowledge and context sitting together,

displayed here with triangle heads. They are triangles because this fits into the existing

system of institutions and pre-existing options. Now, the task for the experts is to find

out which existing option fits which person. These options are usually based on medical

categories and especially on medical or psychological deficits. Here, quality is defined as

being sure to decide on the best match between the person and the option. The power

is, of course, in the hands of the professional experts, and the person is just an object of
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their decisions. This demonstrates a hierarchy between the decision-makers and decision-

recipients.

Figure 3: Person Centred Planning

Source: O’Brien & Lovett, 1992: 9

Person Centred Planning (Figure 3) is based on quite a different way of thinking and

making decisions. In Figure 3 there is a group of people sitting in a circle around a table,

having round (or maybe egg shaped) heads. Sometimes there is also a professional expert

involved, there is a big question mark in the thought bubble, to display a different way of

thinking. This group consists of the person, maybe family members, maybe friends, maybe

supporters, all of these diverse group members are experts in different ways. They create,

reflect and plan a desirable future with, and for, the main person. This brings new challenges

for institutions, especially for services, and for the community. However, it also offers a

chance to grow inclusively. In this approach to planning, the main person is not an object

but a subject and part of the planning process. In this way of planning, quality means

something different than before: everyone has the chance to contribute and to participate in

the planning process. This decentralises the power of the original decision-makers involved

in the hierarchy. The power is in the whole circle, shared between everyone, not only among

professional experts. These are two different examples of the planning processes that will

display different results and have different consequence with a disparity in quality and

power dynamics. This fits into four cornerstones:

1. You need to know about the gifts of a person to create a desirable future.

2. You build relationships within the support circle during this process.

3. You create new opportunities and challenge existing universities to be more inclusive

and
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4. You connect with communities.

Practices – Ways of Person Centred Planning

Person Centred Planning can be practised in different ways. However, there are some

shared aspects which are outlined below. The two main ways to work person centred are

Person Centred Thinking and Reflecting(sometimes called ‘small ways’ with less time and

fewer people) and Person Centred Planning (sometimes called ‘big ways’ with a lot more

time and more people involved).

Shared aspects

There are some aspects which feature across the whole spectrum of person centred

practices, namely:

• Thinking together. The goal is to bring together all types of ideas from different people

with different perspectives and backgrounds – maybe also ideas which seem a bit

crazy at first!

• Everyone’s an expert. People come together, sit together, have time together, and

collect ideas. There is no professional expert who tells anyone what to do and how to

do it – it is an open process where everyone is an ‘expert’ and there is no right or wrong.

This requires an accepting and non-judgemental mindset.

• Voluntary. Person Centred Planning should be initiated freely by the main person –

maybe with the support of others. There are no time limits or demands for when, where

or what someone should do. It is always a personal decision if a person wants to be

involved, when, with whom and where to do it. The main person also sets the agenda

for the Person Centred Planning. Very often, it is about the future, how to live a good

life, what to work as, with, where and with whom to live – all “great questions,” which

do not have simple and quick answers (Snow, 2015: 9).

• Everyone in the circle matters. Another aspect is that the perspective of the main

person is crucial, but also the perspectives of the whole circle are important – as they

are all ‘thinking with’ the main person.

• Visualisation. Almost all Person Centred Planning meeting use visual recording on

posters. This is important for two reasons: It makes sense that the whole group can

see and feed into the visualisation of what has been said – and the poster will be given

to the main person afterwards if they want it. This is a way of making dreams visible.

Also, visualisation through a poster slows down the process, so members of the circle

have more time to think, to share ideas or develop fantasies without limitations. Every

idea is valued, there is no competition surrounding ideas, for example, ‘my idea is better

than yours.’ All ideas are welcomed and will have their place on the poster.
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These are the main and shared aspects of Person Centred Planning.

Methods of Person Centred Thinking and Reflecting

The methods of Person Centred Thinking and Reflecting are sometimes referred to as ‘the

smaller ones,’ as you can use them everywhere – in your school, with your team, in your

classroom, at your workplace or elsewhere, for example, in your club or in your choir or

wherever you are together with people. They can be helpful from a reflection viewpoint.

There are hundreds of different examples, and you can find them on the homepage of Helen

Sanderson, a councillor of the English government and many worldwide organisations

(https://www.helensandersonassociates.com/person-centered-thinking-tools/).

Figure 4: The doughnut
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Source: Helen Sanderson, n.d.

One example is called the doughnut – useful for reflections on responsibilities. You see

three concentric circles. The inner one is about the core of someone’s responsibilities –

there you can write about your duties, things you have to do. The second one is about the

‘nice to do’ area. If you have enough time and energy, it is nice to do certain things. The third
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one is about the ‘not my responsibility’ area. It’s not your task to do that. Sometimes it can

be helpful to make that clear for different people within a team who may be in the same

situation. Who’s responsible for that? Of course, you can talk about it without the poster,

but it can be helpful to have this visualisation, to create a picture together. This can make it

easier and more structured.

Figure 5: Sorting Important to/for

Source: Helen Sanderson, n.d.

Another example is called ‘important to/important for.’ Often people do not differentiate
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between what a person thinks is important to them and what others think is important for

the person. In institutionalised situations this could be quite contradictory. The poster helps

to find out who means what and it helps to find items that overlap and items that dissent.

A common way to illustrate this is related to food – whereas a lot of people enjoy eating

sweets or snacks – therefore it is important to them. A healthy diet including vegetables and

fruits is considered important for the human body – therefore it is important for them. After

adding important aspects on either side, a compromised solution should be developed

together.

A third example helps to reflect on and increase inclusive processes in a group situation.

This illustrates moving from just being present or in a situation, to being an active

contributor in a situation (Figure 6).

Figure 6: From presence to contribution
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Source: Helen Sanderson, 2006

If there is a situation where someone is marginalised or isolated, you can sit together in

your team, maybe with the parents, and you can think together about how to move from

simple presence to more actively contributing to situations. There are several stages in

between and different opportunities to participate, connect, and contribute.

These are just three examples of the ‘small’ ways of Person Centred Thinking and

Reflecting. As mentioned before, there are many more available in publications and on the

internet.

Ways of Person Centred Planning

In contrast to quicker, sometimes less complex ways of Person Centred Thinking and

Reflecting, Person Centred Planning starts with a few preparatory questions and tasks:

• Identifying a ‘great question’ / issue. The main person is asked to phrase (or develop)

the main question or issue that they want to work on with the support circle in the

Person Centred Planning process. Sometimes, the facilitator will be involved in this first

step. Person Centred Planning is a good way to jointly think about ‘great questions.’ As

Snow (2015: 9) states

“Great questions are the ones that refuse to be answered. They lead to deeper listening and

better connection.”

An example might be, that the question will not be about ‘What do I like for dinner

tomorrow?’, but maybe about ‘Who will I be when I grow up?’ or ‘Where shall I work?’ It is a

big question that needs several people to think and plan together.

• Relationship map. Another important question to start with is ‘Who is in my life?’ and

‘Whom do I know?’ There are various templates for the relationship map with multiple

concentric circles (see Figure7a). This can help the person to reflect on how important

different people are in their lives. However, it can also be done on a blank piece of

paper, by naming and writing down all the people that the person can think of.

Figure 7a: Circle of Friends of a High School Student
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Source: Falvey, Forest, Pearpoint & Rosenberg, 2000:12

Figure 7b: Circle of Friends of a person with ‘at risk’-Label
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Source: Falvey, Forest, Pearpoint & Rosenberg, 2000: 13

As shown in the examples above (Figures 7a & 7b), there can be lots or just a few people

in a person’s life, depending on their current situation, their past or other reasons. It is

important to try and gather all the names and then possibly also think about how to increase

the circle, for example by ‘borrowing’from people who are in the person’s life and who do

have a full relationship map.

As a second step, it is important to think about ‘Whom do I want to participate in the

planning?’ and‘Who will be invited?’ This decision will also be influenced by the ‘great

question’ or issue which has been identified.

• Setup. The next preparatory task is to think about a good place for the meeting. It

should be a setting that suits the main person and their needs. For example, it can

be their favourite coffee shop that has a quiet second room, a room in a community

centre, or also somebody’s living room if that is what the person wants. In terms of

setup, some thought should also be given to food, decoration, a centre piece in the
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middle of the circle, music or other things that contribute to the wellbeing of the people

present and to ensure that the planning meeting is a pleasant experience.

• Facilitation. Person Centred Planning is typically required to have two facilitators. One

facilitator makes sure that everybody’s voice is heard and that all people present in

the meeting have a chance to contribute. Usually that is also the person who helps

to prepare the planning meeting with the main person. The second facilitator is the

graphic recorder. Their task is to ensure that everything being said and planned is

depicted on the poster. Visualising the things that are happening during a planning

meeting with symbols, pictures, and colours is useful to express and depict feelings

or images of dreams. It also helps to spark creativity and imagination and leads to a

different atmosphere than if things are ‘just written down’ on a flipchart.

There are different ways of Person Centred Planning. The two most well known are probably

MAPS – like a treasure map – and PATH – like a path to the dream (O’Brien, Pearpoint &

Kahn, 2012).

MAPS contains a set of questions to learn more about a person, their interests, strengths,

gifts, dreams and needs. All questions are thought of together in the group to make sure

that everybody can contribute their answers.

Figure 8: Example of a MAPS

Source: https://inclusion.com/path-maps-and-person-centered-planning/maps_planning

PATH is used when there is a need to think about how to achieve big dreams and how

to reach certain goals. It invites the planning group to plan, step by step, to think of what

else, or who else, is needed to make progress and what the group needs to work towards

the dream.

Figure 9: Example of a PATH
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Source: https://inclusion.com/path-maps-and-person-centered-planning

Sometimes, neither MAPS or PATH are used in a meeting. Other times, in longer meetings

for example, they may start with MAPS and then move on to a PATH planning afterwards

(Hinz & Kruschel, 2013).

A Person Centred Planning meeting will very often leave lasting memories for everybody

involved. Many people say afterwards that, for them, it was “an honour to be invited.” When

recalling some of the meetings that we taken part in, there are two aspects that will never

be forgotten:

Gathering different ideas and dreams: During the Person Centred Planning process, all

people present are invited to share their dreams and visions for the main person. In Sandra’s

example, which is mentioned below, it was a wonderful surprise both for the main person

and the group to look at all the ideas gathered and to realise how diverse and inspiring they

were. This variety can only be collected when taking time and planning with a group and not

when thinking on your own. Margaret Wheatley says:

“We need time to think about what we might do and where we might start to change

things. We need time to develop clarity and courage. If we want our world to be different,

our first act needs to be reclaiming time to think. Nothing will change for the better until we

do that” (Wheatly 2009:103).

Encouraging the main person by sharing their strengths and talents is done in MAPS. One

of the first questions all the participants are asked is to think of the main person’s strengths,

talents or gifts. During one meeting, everybody was given some index cards to write down

all the strengths they saw in the person. After they had written on the cards, they took turns

to present their cards to the main person. It became visible, gradually, card by card, how

much this meant to the person because with every single card the person sat more upright,

became more present and smiled a bit more.

Challenges and misperceptions of Person Centred Planning

As with most things in life, Person Centred Planning comes with some challenges and there

are some common misperceptions which this section addresses.
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There are many Person Centred Planning projects, practices and publications connected

to disability. This makes sense because for people labelled this way, it is much more difficult

to leave traditional ways of institutionalisation and to step outside of their boundaries to

create their own good life. Some people may say that Person Centred Planning is for people

with a disability.

However, this would be a problematic limitation to the possibilities of Person Centred

Planning. Jack Pearpoint, one of the pioneers in Person Centred Planning, “never thought

that this work was about disability” (2011: 76). Person Centred Planning started in the field

of marginalised people and their emancipation. It can be used for every person who is in

a situation of not knowing how to move on. This method will work for any person needing

support in developing new perspectives for their future and some help to find answers to

some of life’s “great questions.”

Some people believe that Person Centred Planning aims to increase self-determination.

Of course, it is an empowering process for the main person, but that is not the main aim.

It is much more about being and feeling included in the community by using a systemic

approach. There are always people around the main person involved. That is why it is not

a peer-counselling approach but an approach with a support circle as diverse as possible.

Although people of the same age and with similar experiences sometimes are extremely

important for free association and for creating a positive dynamic.

“All means all” also relates to age. There is a wide spectrum of people who can benefit

from Person Centred Planning – you could say from 5 to 85, as the following two examples

demonstrate:

Where to go to school and be welcomed?

There was a five-year-old girl with speech difficulties, facing the challenge of starting school. Of
course, she did not say ‘I want Person Centred Planning,’ but her mother heard about it and it seemed
to be a chance for her, as the mother, to gain more confidence and support going to a primary school
to enrol her daughter. At the end of the process, three ‘best friends’ offered to go with her to a school,
in a confident and determined manner, and to explain to the principal what an opportunity it would be
to have her daughter as a student in their school.

In this example, the main person is the five-year-old girl speaking seven words. Then,

secondly, in a systemic understanding of person centredness, the parents, who were feeling

powerless, can also be considered main persons.
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Andreas’ example – How to have a good time until the end of life?

My mother had decided to move into a senior’s home in Germany for her last years. She didn’t know
what would happen there, she was non-verbal after a stroke. Institutionalisation was evident, starting
with ignoring her personal wishes, for example, giving her coffee (which she hated) instead of tea
(which she loved), switching on the radio to pop music (which she hated) instead of classical music
(which she loved as a former piano teacher) etc… I felt the need for Person Centred Planning for her, or
should I say also for me, as her legal guardian. We invited people from the family, the neighbourhood,
friends, but no one from the institution, as we had no trust in them. We did something very strange: My
mother wasn’t there because she didn’t feel well, so, we did it without her, which is usually not correct.
If you work in a person centred way the main person should be there. However, that was our situation.
Finally, right after the meeting, we read the ideas we had agreed upon to my mother and she squeezed
my hand a little with her hand, which we interpreted as her consent.

This example (Hinz, 2015) shows that in addition to the systemic approach, you also have

to be flexible, to adapt to the situation, the context and the culture you are in. On the

other hand, there are some principles which are really important, for example, not to plan

without the main person. These must be followed and respected in order for Person Centred

Planning to remain as open and powerful as it has been since its creation. That is why we

introduced the four cornerstones at the beginning of this chapter.

After the Covid-19 pandemic, virtual meetings and gatherings have become more

common. This might also be an option for Person Centred Planning, at least according to

some facilitators and people who don’t have much time or don’t want to travel. Of course,

online gatherings might be feasible if the other option is to not meet at all. It may also

work for a follow-up meeting. For the main planning session though, when meeting for the

first time and for establishing the support circle, we strongly encourage in-person meetings

and believe in the power of people physically gathering in a room, just like Jana Zehle

emphasises:

“At the same time, however, I would also like to emphasise that building and maintaining

relationships requires a physical, concrete encounter that is created and experienced in

dialogue in the sphere of interpersonal relationships and not in the digital realm of

possibility or possibly with a digitally controlled counterpart” (Zehle, 2024: 17).

There are also other challenges to Person Centred Planning, which we look at briefly here:

One challenge is connected to the cultural context. In some societies, dreaming is not

encouraged (during the day), and it may seem unthinkable to dream together with others

– as could be seen in the example story of the boy who wanted to be a medical doctor. In

some societies, talking about challenges openly may be seen as a weakness. For example,

in Germany, there are often discussions before a Person Centred Planning meeting,

reviewing if a person or a family really needs this and if they should rather solve ‘their

problems’ themselves. Even the idea of who could be called ‘a friend’ differs from society

to society. In some places, Person Centred Planning could be seen as something ‘exotic.’ In

other societies, maybe in some parts of Africa, where the culture of Ubuntu is still alive, it

may be more acceptable (Asante, 1997).

There are also many challenges for the people who facilitate Person Centred Planning:
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• Their role is to make sure that each and every voice is heard and their ideas influence

the process and the poster, for example when using MAPS or PATH (see above). On the

other hand, no one should be put under pressure to say something and to contribute.

• Sometimes, complicated dynamics could arise. For example, the mother, the primary

teacher, and the secondary teacher may compete to see who knows best how to

protect and support the main person. Or it could be a family with divorced parents

where the father is living apart from the rest of the family. If they meet during the

planning, there could be tendencies of devaluing him by sarcastically saying: ‘Wow, he

has an idea – wonderful!’ Or it could be difficult to find a gift in the person, especially if

the perception of the circle members is that everything is difficult; everything is terrible;

there are no people around; and that there is nothing they can do.

In this instance the facilitator’s job is to reframe the situation as even the most terrible

situation could have a potential for positive change. Therefore, facilitation is not easy, but it

has tremendous potential. As Ines Boban (2007) once said, about the role of the facilitator:

“You have to dance with the group!”

Sandra’s example – Deciding on job opportunities

About 10 years ago I was about to finish my academic education and began to wonder where my ‘job
path’ would take me. I started having conversations with a lot of people, which resulted in many
interesting, highly diverse ideas and recommendations. Looking at these possible next steps, I felt
unable to find an answer to this question by myself. As I am also a facilitator for Person Centred
Planning, the next thought was obvious: I will have Person Centred Planning for myself!

After finding a facilitator friend who agreed to host the meeting, I started with a relationship map
and was amazed by the number of people I knew. The page was full of names. Then there was a major
task of choosing who to invite to the planning meeting. In the end, there was a group of about 20
people coming together and thinking about my job path. It was great to learn all about what people
thought I was good at and what their ideas were about what I could do next. Some of the things I had
never thought of myself, so they were quite surprising (like using my interest in books and opening a
bookstore). At the end, with the support of the group, I was able to decide, and we jointly developed a
‘10-year path’ and dreamed of all the major steps that would happen in the next 10 years. Looking
back, I still feel very empowered by the Person Centred Planning and even though I didn’t look at the
path too often, I lately realised that almost all of the things written there I accomplished. Maybe it is
time for another Person Centred Planning?!?

Person Centred Planning in projects and systems

Until now within this chapter we mainly focused on person centred planning and their

families as a systemic background. Person Centred Planning can be practised on different

levels (Kruschel & Hinz, 2015). It is also suitable for entire systems, for example, a whole

city on the way to inclusion. An example of this is the city of Wiener Neudorf in Austria

who started a project to become more inclusive (Braunsteiner, 2016). First, they connected

kindergartens with the primary school and the communal parliament, and children began to

have a monthly hearing in parliament. The municipal government unanimously decided to

commit itself to the values of inclusion. Some years later, they expanded this to the whole

city, with areas that were meeting places for people, a better cycling system, a welcome

AN INTRODUCTION TO PERSON CENTRED PLANNING – AND ITS POTENTIAL FOR SCHOOLS | 547



package for newly arrived migrants and lots more. Again, some years later, the steering

group evaluated the development. Every planning stage was done using MAPS and PATH;

the initial, the extended, and the reviewing processes. Many different people, from children

to the elderly, were involved, and every time all of them dreamt of the most inclusive city

they could imagine. Then they implemented lots of steps in the plan, many of them much

earlier than planned.

Person Centred Planning can be a great support for projects, for groups, for clubs,

for initiatives and for situations of any kind, for example with supported employment or

community living. If there is a psychiatric ward to be closed in two years and all former

patients transferred to their own flats with support, Person Centred Planning will be helpful

(and has proven to be so in the past).

Person Centred Planning can be useful for the development of schools, especially if

they do this in a participatory way and with inclusion as a ‘North Star’ (O’Brien, Pearpoint,

& Kahn, 2010: 70-71) or ‘Cruz del Sur’ (in the Global South), to guide their work. There

are some examples on how schools connect planning processes with the concept of the

Index for Inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2011). Also MAPS and PATH fit as action plans

with Mel Ainscow’s contribution to phases of school development in the Index if they are

adapted and made accessible for children. These posters can be presented to the public for

weeks in the school building, which increases the potential of being realised (Boban & Hinz,

2015). Sometimes, schools use Person Centred Thinking posters to evaluate their school

development. Also, a participatory action research project with a school in Iceland used

these person Centred ways for planning (Jörgensdóttir Rauterberg & Hinz, 2024). Therefore,

ways of Person Centred Planning fit with processes of organisational development on

different levels, they were in fact adapted from them, as you can read below.

Person Centred Planning, a practical approach – and what about evidence
and theory?

Looking back to when Person Centred Planning came about, the focus was on one person,

with organisational development methods in the background.
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Where did it all start?

Once upon a time, there was a woman called Marsha Forest who worked at York University in Toronto.
She had read some wonderful poems by a young lady, Judith Snow, and then tried to invite her to the
university to talk to the students. However, she found out that this young woman lived in a senior’s
home and she was totally shocked. How can it be that a young woman lives in a senior’s home? One of
the reasons was that her parents were not able to care for her anymore, to turn her over in bed, for
example, at night.

Then Marsha started to think about how they could support Judith so she could live as she wanted,
and not be forced to live in the senior’s home. They started a circle, calling it first ‘Circle of Friends,’ and
later they called it ‘Circle of Support.’ They asked several people to join, and they worked until Judith
had her own flat and her own assistance there. They say this was the first person in Canada who had a
personal budget and support. However, the story doesn’t end there.

Some years later, Marsha Forest got a breast cancer diagnosis. This time, Judith was the one who
said: ‘Oh, let’s meet again. Let’s build a support circle and let’s think about what can be done.’ There
were so many aspects to think about: Who cares for the cat? Who cares for the plants? Who cares for
the fishes in the aquarium? Who goes every Friday to her mother to have tea together? Also, who’s
accompanying her to her next therapy session? So, they sat down and planned for this together.
Unfortunately, this story has no happy ending because Marsha passed away in 2000. Nevertheless, she
had a much better quality of life than she would have had without all the people supporting her. And
what about Judith? She lived until 2015 – 35 years longer than doctors had predicted.

This story shows that the start of the whole development was a very practical one in

Toronto during the 1980’s (Pearpoint, 1990, 2011). People were caring for one another

and supporting one another. From that starting point Person Centred Planning has spread

worldwide to many countries and many different contexts.

Evidence

One of the strengths of Person Centred Planning is that it developed from practice and the

way it has spread to many different parts of the world speaks to its success.

There are practitioners’ networks established, primarily in the disability sector, which

support the further development of practices. For example, after two big European projects

(Lunt & Hinz, 2011; Niedeck, Lindmeier, & Meyer, 2015) the New Paths to Inclusion Network

includes organisations of persons with disabilities, service-providers, universities and

research centres, which aim to equip practitioners with the knowledge and skills necessary

to respond to the individual needs of persons with disabilities.

Although primarily focused on people with (intellectual) disabilities, there is also

empirical evidence to support the use of Person Centred Planning (Claes et al., 2010; Gray &

Woods, 2022; Gregory & Atkinson, 2024; Holburn, 2002; Isvan et al., 2023; McCausland et al.

2022). However, it is challenging to fully capture the outcomes of Person Centred Planning

in research as some outcomes tend to be difficult to measure. For example, how can we

measure the impact of the main person fulfilling a dream, or getting closer to doing so? Or

how can research capture the ‘ripple effect’ on everyone in the support circle or the wider

community? If we only measure employment attainment or active participation in formal

learning or activities, important aspects related to human flourishing, wellbeing and quality

of life get lost.
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Theoretical alignments

While Person Centred Planning is not associated with one particular theory, we consider

here some theories which help to further explain its success story, and why it works.

The theories we have chosen to include are Carl Rogers’ humanistic and person centred

approach, Otto Scharmer’s Theory U and Pierre Bourdieu’s capital theory. There is of course

potential to apply several other theories which we refer to very briefly afterwards. However,

for the purpose of this chapter, we have focused on three theories which we consider to be

particularly relevant.

Carl Rogers’ (1961) person-centred approach has significant connections with Person

Centred Planning, not only by name but also in relation to some core aspects which will

be outlined shortly. Carl Rogers was an American psychologist who developed a theory

from his therapeutic practice and research in the 1960’s. However, Rogers went on to

contribute more broadly to the field of education through his book Freedom to Learn (Rogers

& Freiberg,1994).

Central to Rogers’ humanistic and person-centred theory is the notion that we are all

experts of our own lives, which is also at the heart of Person Centred Planning. It can

often be challenging for professionals to step out of the role of ‘expert’ and try not to

be the person with all the answers, not least for teachers who may identify as experts in

their subject areas. Nonetheless, it is central that person centred work is grounded in the

assumption that each person can make decisions about their own lives, albeit sometimes

with the help of others. With this understanding of the person, it becomes essential that we

listen to and support the person to dream.

Another assumption of Rogers’ theory is that we are all inherently motivated to self-

actualise, or to realise our potential. However, Rogers suggests that growth and self-

actualisation rarely happen in isolation. For a person to grow, and to live their best life, there

must be mutually optimistic, warm and understanding relationships. Again, this supports

the use of the ‘circle of support’ in Person Centred Planning. Rogers goes on to explain that

such relationships help to develop self-awareness, self-esteem and confidence in one’s own

decision making.

Another theory that could provide an explanation for why Person Centred Planning can be

successful is Otto Scharmer’s Theory U (2009).

Figure 10: Theory U
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Own illustration according to Scharmer and Kaufer 2013: 22.

In his theory, Otto Scharmer introduces two different ways of dealing with problems or

of answering questions. The most common way is called downloading, where we apply

knowledge and experience from our past (‘past patterns’) and try to solve issues based on

that. It is relying on our current knowledge. From Scharmer’s point of view this creates ‘more

of the same,’ leading to typical results, reproducing well-known solutions.

Person Centred Planning, as we have mentioned, relies on a common process of

creativity and generating ideas. This is what Scharmer refers to in his Theory U (‘performing

– by operating from the whole’). Instead of using existing knowledge and solutions, the first

important step when faced with questions or issues is to let go of what we already know.

He invites us to listen deeply, with an open heart, an open mind, and an open will. Instead of

‘downloading,’ people should be present and sensitive to collectively generating a culture of

listening and awareness that enables new ideas and thoughts (Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013).

These new ideas are, in Scharmer’s theory, “prototypes” (ibid: 21), new ideas and ways of

trying to deal with the questions and challenges we are faced with. After the collective

phase of listening and generating, we are then invited to start testing the prototypes, just

like in PATH, when we think of goals and steps to achieve and then develop a plan of who

will try what, when and with whom.
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It’s listening to each other, being open to new ideas, being open to whatever wants

to be born out of this process and then, putting these ideas into practice, by testing if

those are possible solutions or answers to the questions that we face. Due to this large

overlap of thinking and theoretic aspects, Otto Scharmer’s ‘Theory U’ has been used as

a foundation for several projects implementing Person Centred Planning, for example the

European Project “New Paths to InclUsion” (with capital U) and is widely used in that context

(O’Brien & Mount, 2022).

Another theorist who never heard about Person Centred Planning but could, based on his

ideas justify why it works, is the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. In his capital theory

he distinguishes between different sorts of capitals which form the position of a person in

society (Bourdieu, 1986). They are interconnected and characterised (1986: 241)

• “as economic capital, which is immediately and directly convertible into money and may

be institutionalised in the form of property rights;

• as cultural capital, which is convertible, on certain conditions, into economic capital

and may be institutionalised in the form of educational qualifications; and

• as social capital, made up of social obligations (‘connections’), which is convertible, in

certain conditions, into economic capital and may be institutionalised in the forms of a

title of nobility.”

If Bourdieu knew Person Centred Planning, he could argue that it is a process of increasing

social and cultural capital in a very intensive way, because more people, more knowledge,

and more connections with others are established through the Planning. People are more

included in different contexts through the diverse group of the support circle and not just

in ‘one bubble.’ Person Centred Planning has huge potential to support the main person

to go through a process of growth. A person’s situation has the chance to become much

better than before and enables a better position in society, not automatically but potentially.

It can sometimes be seen throughout a planning meeting that the main person is almost

physically growing and starting to shine (as mentioned in the example with the index cards).

There are many more theorists who would be able to argue that Person Centred Planning

works if they knew about it:

• Axel Honneth (1996) could say that Person Centred Planning is something like a ‘bath’

in recognition, especially on the level of solidarity between the main person and the

support circle.

• Kurt Lewin (1951) would maybe say based on his Field Theory that going through

person centred processes is enriching positive ‘valences’ in the field, which strengthen

the person. They could also raise awareness for individuals who act as inspiring and

supportive ‘crystallisation cores,’ as newer adapters of this theory would say (Burow,

1999).
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• Uri Bronfenbrenner (1979) could argue that Person Centred Planning is an example of

an intense ‘proximal process,’ contributing positively towards the development of the

main person by increasing competency and buffering social connections.

• Riane Eisler would say based on her partnership-domination scale that Person Centred

Planning is a way of practising a very partnership oriented, egalitarian communication

and co-operation with equally valued and different persons in a circle, ideally far from

any tendency of domination and suppression, “nurturing our humanity” (Eisler & Fry,

2019).

• Hartmut Rosa could argue, based on his Theory of Resonance (2019) that Person

Centred Planning is a great example of intensive experiences of resonance. Especially

in the MAP process where supporters tell the whole circle what they would miss if the

main person would not exist, which is often an emotionally overwhelming situation,

including being moved to tears (as the example from Germany shows).

• Hermann Haken (1988) developed the synergy theory and emphasises co-operation,

co-ordination and complementarity among various elements of disorder in the system,

so that various forces within the system can gather and form a joint force, then produce

an orderly state and play the overall function. He could argue that Person Centred

Planning is a great example for strengthening the connection in school and beyond,

building the co-operation mechanism; ensuring orderly and effective collaboration, and

taking the development of children as the starting point.

Our central message, which we hope you bring with you from reading this chapter, is the

importance of seeing the whole person, and their future, and to recognise that you, as a

teacher, can have a significantly positive impact on others by doing this.

If you want to learn more

Here are some good places to start:
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Title / Topic Available

Inclusion Press,
Toronto, USA

A website, co-
directed by Jack
Pearpoint &
Lynda Kahn, with
articles, books,
videos etc. on
Person Centred
Planning and
more, for people
in education and
community
settings.

inclusion.com

Helen
Sanderson
Associates
(HSA), UK

A large
collection of
resources
(reports, videos,
books etc.)
aimed at various
settings,
including
schools. Many
tools mentioned
in this chapter
are available for
free here.

www.helensandersonassociates.com

Personalising
Education – A
guide to using

person-centred
practices in
schools, by
Sanderson,

Goodwin and
Kinsella,

A collection of
person-centred
thinking tools
and how you can
use them in a
school setting

https://www.swindon.gov.uk/download/downloads/id/10326/
personalising_education_-_a_guide_to_using_person-centred_practices_in_schools.pdf
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HWB, an
education

website of the
Welsh

Government

Several
documents from
2015 available to
download,
related to
working in
Person Centred
ways in schools
and beyond. E.g.
● Person-

centred practice
in education: a
guide for early
years, schools
and colleges in
Wales
● Person-

centred reviews
toolkit: guidance
for education
providers
● Developing

as a person-
centred
organisation.
Guidance for
schools, colleges
and nurseries on
how to become
more person-
centred

https://www.gov.wales/person-centred-reviews-guidance

Beth Mount’s
homepage, with

many books,
workbooks and

artistic cards
etc., available to

download.
Primary focus is

on supporting
people with
disabilities.

https://www.bethmount.org

Inclusive
Solutions, an
organisation

based in the UK
that delivers
facilitation of

Person Centred
Planning as well

as training in
facilitation etc.

https://inclusive-solutions.com
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Netzwerk
Persönliche

Zukunftsplanung

A network
across German
speaking
countries on
Person Centred
Planning

www.persoenliche-zukunftsplanung.eu

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=665#h5p-56

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• If you, as a teacher, was to implement one aspect of Person Centred Planning, what

would that be?

• What could be the first step to make that happen?

• Thinking about your life so far – could you have benefitted from Person Centred

Planning at some point?

• Thinking about your future – what could be a ‘great question’ for you to work on?
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CREATING A FRAMEWORK FOR INCLUSIVE
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

Deirdre Forde; Chris Carstens; Cynthy K. Haihambo; Ulla Sivunen; Claire O'Neill;
and Alessandra Galletti

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=398#oembed-1

Example Case

“Example quote”

who, Institution, Country

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:
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1. Why are there perceived barriers in creating inclusive learning environments?

2. What needs to be addressed to make learning environments more inclusive?

3. What is the importance of culture in terms of linguistic minorities?

4. What is the importance of the curricular and sensory components of an inclusive

learning environment?

5. Is it solely the teacher’s responsibility to create an inclusive learning environment?

Introduction to the Inclusive Environment Framework

A group of teachers, advocates, researchers with diverse backgrounds, and other

professionals worked collaboratively to design this chapter. It aims to answer some key

questions about inclusive learning environments. The authors’ varied backgrounds and

experiences of different learning environments adds richness and complexity to the shared

content.

In engaging with this chapter, the reader should be able to:

• Have an increased understanding of the dimensions of an inclusive learning

environment.

• Identify some barriers and enablers to an inclusive learning environment.

• Consider an inclusive learning environment through the lens of the learner and, in

particular, through the lens of a bilingual deaf learner and a neurodivergent learner.

• Identify ways in which the inclusive learning environment framework can be used to

enhance professional practice and learner experiences.

This chapter follows a similar structure to other All Means All Project chapters, beginning

with opening questions that set the stage for exploration. The main body then delves into

core content, while closing questions prompt readers to engage in reflective practice and

support their ongoing professional development.

While collaborating on this chapter, we each found that we needed different elements

from our environment at different times, which made it challenging to decide what to

prioritise. As we worked to condense the complexities of inclusive learning environments

into a single chapter, the scope of our task became clear. Readers may notice some

variations in the chapter’s structure as we endeavoured to blend our perspectives on this

multidimensional concept that lies at the heart of truly inclusive education. To simplify this

complexity, we developed an inclusive environment framework, which we share here with

the reader.
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Figure 1. Inclusive Learning Environment Framework

(O’ Neill, C; Carstens, C., Forde, D; Gambetti A., Haihambo,C. and Sivunen, U.)

When collaborating on this chapter, it became apparent that a framework was necessary

to provide structure to this vast topic and the myriad ideas that we wanted to include. We

share it with the intention for it to be a tool for teachers to plan, design, evaluate, collaborate,

and reflect upon inclusive learning spaces. The components of the framework are physical,

cultural, curricular, sensory, relational, and linguistic / communicative [Figure 1].

The analogy of a floordrobe or a chairdrobe [Figure 2] is helpful in explaining why to

use a framework (Hargreaves, 2019). A framework can organise a work process into

a streamlined, visually appealing, and organised “wardrobe”; the different framework

components operating like hangers and shelves, organising ideas, and communicating

written information in a structured way. Moreover, the visual representation communicates
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the interconnectedness of the six components, thus further emphasising the importance of

fluidity of thought when conceptualising inclusive learning environments.

Figure 2. Using a Framework

(O’ Neill, C; Carstens, C., Forde, D; Gambetti A., Haihambo,C. and Sivunen, U.)

Our diverse writing group needed to create a flexible space that accommodated each

member’s individual differences, making the process of building an inclusive environment

a kind of real-life case study. For instance, one author, whose neurodivergent thinking

style and multilingual background influenced their approach, found visual representations

helpful in organising collaborative ideas and information. Additionally, the group embraced

significant linguistic and communicative diversity. To ensure accessible communication,

we used signed language interpretation services, facilitating effective collaboration

between a deaf author who uses Finnish Sign Language and the rest of the team, who do

not use signed language. By adapting to each member’s needs—such as providing visual

supports and sign language interpretation—the group embodied the principles of Universal

Design for Learning and Inclusive Pedagogy. This collaborative approach provided multiple

means of engagement, representation, and expression, resulting in an accessible, equitable,

and inclusive working environment for all.

Frameworks are valuable tools that, like effective learning environments, help to clarify,

organise, and support the learning process. Some alternative frameworks are included in

the resources section of the chapter. The framework is offered here as a flexible tool to be

adapted depending on the user, purpose, and context. Please make it your own.

We now turn to the six components of the framework. While the All Means All Project

identifies thirteen dimensions of diversity, a detailed exploration of each is beyond the
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scope of this chapter. Instead, we focus on selected components through our own unique

perspectives. We encourage the reader to use dimensions of diversity applicable to one’s

context, learning environment or learners, as an opportunity to operationalise and

individualise the framework.

1. The framework has six components:

a. Physical

b. Cultural

c. Curricular

d. Sensory

e. Relational

f. Linguistic / Communicative

2. Suggested Uses:

a. Plan

b. Design

c. Evaluate

d. Collaborate

e. Reflect

3. The framework is a living example of an inclusive environment in action.

4. The components are interconnected and non-hierarchical.

5. The framework is adaptable and flexible.

6. Other frameworks are available and may suit the reader’s needs better.

Six components of the Inclusive Education Framework

Physical

The physical environment is conceptualised as a space that is socially produced through

the interplay of objects, structures and actions (Aristarchi & Venini, 1985). School space

is often perceived as a void by those who occupy it, something inherited and difficult

to change, whose function is almost taken for granted: the theatre of the lesson, the

still scenery of school life. Instead, it can be inhabited, adapted, transformed and made

more compatible with the activities that take place there (even without making particularly

onerous interventions). We can perceive it through our senses and interaction with the

people and the furniture there. It can be smelled, touched, heard, seen, written on, scratched,

soiled, stained, painted, moved, opened, closed, dressed, occupied, washed and covered. It

can make one feel safe or in danger, sheltered or exposed, comfortable or uncomfortable.

How a physical school space is designed and used can determine the extent of levels of

participation and how successful social interactions are. In considering the processes of
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inclusion and exclusion, school spaces can exude a sense of welcoming and warmth where

participation is a possibility for everyone.

It can indicate how to be used based on its conformation (Gibson, 1979). Space can

increase levels of well-being based on how well it meets the needs of the people using

it, thus it has the power to influence levels of inclusiveness (Kaplan, 1983). A clear

pedagogical idea can be shaped through space design (Weyland & Attia, 2015) and

therefore, the classroom environment is considered important in terms of influencing

students learning and achievement and student attitudes (Vasquez & Oury, 2010).

Space can give information about itself, communicating where the resources one needs

are located, through wayfinding (Lynch, 1960). Space, depending on its use, can enhance

autonomous enjoyment and increase the perception of well-being. Perceived well-being

provides a good basis for being able to increase inclusive practices (Cohen, 1980). In

addition to providing equal use for all, it can be set up to serve as an interface for inclusive

learning practices to make them more effective (Saffer, 2007).

The implication of space in the generation of exclusion is a topic in the international

architectural, pedagogical, sociological and political debate (D’Alessio, 2012). The design

and organisation of space can be elements that foster inclusion because accessibility can

create inclusion or exclusion, and society is responsible for the exclusion of categories of

people due to the presence of barriers within public space: it is society that makes people

disabled, it is society that must adapt to people and not vice versa (Lettieri, 2008).

The awareness of school leaders is important in order to achieve the possibility of

adaptive adjustments on the space, but the whole school community can also participate

in this sense (Weyland & Galletti, 2016). If the whole school is conceived and designed to

offer different opportunities for use – in compliance with inclusive teaching methodologies

it could include places to work in small groups, places to work alone, places for meeting

with the teacher, places dedicated to well-being and relaxation, spaces to be able to take

different positions, informal spaces for discussion, open laboratories where one can try

out what one has learnt directly, spaces to be used ‘autonomously’ by students (Caprino

et al., 2022). Proposing a differentiated school environment can provide a good basis for

responding to different needs, making the necessary adjustments according to individual

situations, through the use of furniture. Alternatively, even small adjustments based on the

organisation of the classroom and the outdoor environment can serve as a means to raise

awareness throughout the school in the future (Weyland & Galletti, 2022).

To a large extent, the classroom environment is considered important in terms of

influencing pupils’ learning and achievement, learner attitudes and their sense of belonging.

The use of space by a teacher to ensure a sense of belonging is cultivated and whether

learners are participating with their peers and fully engaged in learning is central to whether

a child is included in a school or not.

In conclusion, when considering the inclusiveness of space, it is important to refer to the

features of the actual people for whom this space needs to be inclusive. For the school,
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a Universal Design approach can help lay the foundations for an inclusive welcoming. The

next step will be to adapt the space to individual needs, for which designers and teachers

can define an intervention strategy with a multidisciplinary approach, where barriers to

participation need to be removed. Spaces with glass partitions communicating to the

classroom, bookshelves with wheels, whiteboards and movable screens, informal seating,

shared and illustrated rules of use, orientation signs, furnished atriums for small group

activities outside the classroom, are some of the elements that can positively influence the

school’s possibilities for inclusive uses.

Cultural

In this component of the framework, we discuss inclusive school culture and the teacher’s

role and responsibility in creating diverse and inclusive cultural environments. International

mobility and digitalisation have increased linguistic and cultural diversity, and societal

change (Blommaert & Rampton, 2011), which can be seen also in schools. UNESCO

Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity (Stenou, 2002) states, that we need cultural

diversity, because it is a source of innovation, creativity and exchange. Cultural diversity is

part of common heritage of humanity and we as educators should recognise and affirm

it: “As a source of exchange, innovation and creativity, cultural diversity is as necessary for

humankind as biodiversity is for nature. In this sense, it is the common heritage of humanity

and should be recognized and affirmed for the benefit of present and future generations”

(Stenou, 2002, p.4). For these reasons cultural diversity should be seen as an asset.

Inclusive school is about diversity of all people, including teachers and staff. When

diverse learners see similar role models, they can identify with these adults and experience

belonging to the school community as they are. All learners and adults get used to working

with children and adults from a wide range of backgrounds. Diverse people create

multicultural representations and cultural meanings that create a diverse and inclusive

school culture with a sense of belonging.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of people with Disabilities (2006)

emphasises the importance of diversity amongst the staff of a school: It states that in order

to help ensure the realisation of this right,

“State Parties shall take appropriate measures to employ teachers, including teachers with

disabilities, who are qualified in sign language and/or Braille, and to train professionals and

staff who work at all levels of education. Such training shall incorporate disability awareness

and the use of appropriate augmentative and alternative modes, means and formats of

communication, educational techniques and materials to support persons with disabilities.”

(UNCRPD, Article 24)

An inclusive school reflects a democratic philosophy whereby all students are valued,

educators normalise difference or diversity and a school culture reflects an ethic of caring

and community (Baglieri & Knopf, 2004). Ideally, the school reflects the diversity of its
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surrounding society, like a mirror. In moving towards inclusive education for neurodivergent

children, the response to education requires stakeholders to address the deficit disability

discourses which permeate the system. What is needed is a willingness to examine

attitudes and to challenge the status quo and commitment to collaboration among all

stakeholders (Forde, 2022). In order to address deficit-based cultures, schools must

empower neurodivergent and other children with diverse background by accepting and

celebrating their diversity in thinking, feeling and communicating rather than making them

‘fit in’ or shape them into meeting ‘neuromajority’ or other majority norms. The Neurodiverse

Paradigm, which is underpinned by a social model of disability is an alternative to deficit

models of disability. It provides an inclusive and holistic world view that is welcoming of all

kinds of minds and celebrates and values the differences inherent in humankind. Rooted in

biodiversity and cultural diversity, the neurodiverse model recognises that different children

need different support, and that society has a role to play in how ‘disabling’ a child’s

impairments are. In this domain, education is an essential catalyst for achieving change

and representation of disability must be at the heart of transforming integrative approaches

to more inclusive ones (Forde, 2022). There is no more powerful transformative force than

education to build a better future for all (Baglieri & Knopf, 2004). With the mobilisation

of a neurodiverse model of disability, which is a radically different model of practice and

antidote to the medical model of disability, comes the possibility of disrupting the normative

of the current system, to expand it and create social change for neurodivergent children, so

that they can occupy the system as valued members (Forde, 2022). Indeed such activism

could be expanded to include all difference in mankind and to disrupt the status quo, thus

including not just neurodivergent children but all children who do not fit the ‘norm’.

Curricular

As a student-teacher or a novice teacher, you probably have formed ideas about what a

curriculum is. Most likely, you associate “curriculum” with the plan for academic content,

including assessment. According to Stotsky (2012), “a curriculum is a plan of action that

is aimed at achieving desired goals and objectives. It is a set of learning activities meant to

make the learner attain goals as prescribed by the educational system. Generally, it includes

the subjects and activities that a given school system is responsible for. Moreover, it defines

the environment where certain learning activities take place. Furthermore, curriculum defines

what happens in any formal educational institution, and no school or university can exist

without it. The concepts governing curriculum are dynamic in nature because of the changes

that occur in everyday lives” (p. XX).

The curriculum is broader than the formal document that comes from your education

governing body and determines what to be taught and how it should be taught. It includes

school cultures, the school spaces and approaches to teaching and learning. It includes
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activism to address attitudes towards diversity and to address exclusion. It may also involve

the active movements to decolonise curriculums so that children can see themselves

reflected in its content. The curriculum in schools is supposed to enable all children to

acquire knowledge and skills that will help them become independent, socially- and

emotionally sound, adaptable and productive citizens of their communities and countries.

Marsh and Willis (2009) view curricula as all the “experiences in the classroom which are

planned and enacted by the teacher, and also learned by the students” (p. XX). In this chapter,

we describe curriculum as a plan of what should be learned and how it could be learned. It

further entails who the learners are and how they can be enabled to learn through various

means. We also consider who the facilitators of learning and socialization are and what

values and attitudes they adopt to facilitate learning for all learners. The curriculum further

entails the environment in which teaching and learning take place and how this environment

is constructed and re-constructed to allow for creativity and diversity of learning and being.

We are writing this chapter from the perspective of inclusive education, with a deep belief

that all children and young people can learn and should be enabled to learn irrespective of

their diversity. Societies are diverse and so are schools. Learners in schools are different

and so are their teachers. Some learners have typical needs and can perhaps learn through

any curriculum presented to them. Others might have neurodiverse conditions that will

require the teaching and learning environments to be adapted to suit their learning

styles. Others could have sensory difficulties, social-emotional and behavioural difficulties,

physical and cognitive disabilities. Some learners are gifted or talented in specific areas

while others are from under-resourced families in which their most basic needs are barely

met. Learners with migration histories might have experienced trauma; those from racial

and religious minority backgrounds might be stigmatised and suffer emotional trauma

and rejection. Learners who identify as Lesbian, Gay, Bi-sexual, Transgender or Queer plus

(LGBTQ plus) could experience repeated criticism, confrontation and labelling. Schools,

through their curricula, have a responsibility to afford this diverse population of learners

opportunities to experience belongingness, participate in learning and develop to their

maximum potential, free from bias, ableism, prejudice, discrimination and stigmatisation.

Please refer to the section on frameworks and ableism for a better understanding on the

role of institutions of exclusion in schools and communities.

Most countries have adopted the learner-centered and competence-based curriculum

models for their education systems. Unfortunately, academic achievement remains the

most important measure and assessments remain rigid, without consideration for learner

diversity. Learner-centeredness means child-centeredness. Child-centred means that the

aspirations, potential and drive of each individual learner should be considered. Learners

should be enabled to learn in the best way they can learn. An important part of learning

is participation. We do know that learners are diverse with regard to physical, emotional,

intellectual, linguistic, social, economic, sexual, racial, religious and personal development.

Most curricular are developed for the typical learner and do not consider the diversity
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of learners. Teaching and learning happen in average classrooms, based on the ideal

assumptions of the conventional learner who, in accordance with typical development, lives

in a family that loves them; have at least two nutritious meals a day; sleep on a relatively

comfortable bed; come to school content and find happy classmates and teachers that

are excited to engage the learners. We do know that this picture is flawed. Around the

world, children are excluded from schools because of dis/ability, race, language, religion,

gender, and poverty. It is the duty of the curriculum to reduce biases and inequities in

education. This is despite various national and international legislation and conventions

which suggest that education is a right of every child and that every child should receive

education that is suitable to their needs. These include the United Nations Declaration

of Human Rights (1948), Salamanca Declaration (1997), the Convention of the Rights of

the Child (1990), the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

(2006) and many others. Globally, these international conventions have been domesticated

and local policies developed to propel inclusive education and ensure that no child or young

person shall forfeit their right to education by virtue of their diversity. However, millions

of children across the world experience school as a hostile environment in which they are

expected to fit in. Students can feel excluded in an education system when learning through

a curriculum that is not friendly to diversity. While it is primarily the responsibility of school

principals to create and oversee the implementation of inclusive learning environments,

teachers have a key role to play as they deal with children and young people on a day-

to-day basis and have deep insights into their classroom and school dynamics. Teachers

should respond to diversity in a manner that shapes learners’ attitudes and influence their

behaviours by addressing negative attitudes such as racism, stigmatisation and prejudice

and rewarding good attitudes and behaviours. While policies at all levels of the education

system can support and help create diverse learner friendly environments, curricula should

be developed and adapted to suit the strengths and interests of learners in your class

(Wood & Haddon, 2020,). An inclusive curriculum helps learners from diverse backgrounds

feel relevant and valued as they feel more connected to the course material.

Learners feel more included and develop a sense of belonging within the school

community when the curriculum reflects and celebrates their diversity. Moreover, when

students leave their comfort zones and step out into the real world outside the perceived

protective environment of school, they should be prepared to deal with other cultures

and people from diverse backgrounds. An inclusive curriculum prepares them for this by

exposing them early on to the different viewpoints, cultures and identities of people. It

instils in students values such as open-mindedness, empathy and cultural sensitivity so that

they are better able to adjust to different working environments. An inclusive curriculum

incorporates the social and cultural aspects of the community it serves and includes locally

relevant themes and contributions by marginalised and minority groups. By ensuring an

adapted accessible curriculum, learners are enabled to succeed and are motivated to learn

in a welcoming and safe environment.
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Sensory

Figure 3. The Sensory Learning Environment

The sensory component of a learning environment has a significant impact on all its

inhabitants and not only the learners. That being so, some learners, including (but not

limited to) neurodivergent learners, may experience significant differences in how they

experience the sensory environment. This interaction between the person and the sensory

environment can impact not only learning, but also wellbeing. In this brief introduction to

sensory environments, we will focus on neurodivergent users of the learning environment.

We will also use the principles of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) to represent this

information visually in diagrams and tables throughout the section. In addition, the

resources section of this chapter includes a video related to this topic. It is important to

note that this section is not offered as a comprehensive overview of sensory systems,

processing, integration or regulation. That being so, Continuing Professional Development

(CPD) from an Occupational Therapist (OT) with a neurodiversity-affirmative approach and

a specialist in supporting sensory differences is highly recommended.

A Brief Overview of Our Sensory Systems

With that caveat aside, when supporting neurodivergent learners, we consider how the
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educational environment interacts with eight main sensory systems. Rather than describing

these systems in a text-heavy way, we have instead used the table below to summarise

some key points. The table can be used as an evaluative and planning tool to consider

how the sensory learning environment can influence inclusion or exclusion in your learning

space.

Figure 4. Making sense of the Sensory Learning Environment

Table 1. An explanation of Figure 4
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Sense Where in Body Consider in the Learning Environment

Visual

Sight

Eyes

· Lighting

· Displays
· Colours
· Patterns

Gustatory

Taste

Mouth, tongue and throat

· Healthy eating initiatives, especially when
they reward tasting foods.

· Lunch time.

Tactile

Touch

Skin

tongue
mouth

· School uniform

· Textures in hands-on lessons
· Messy play

Auditory

Hearing

Ears

· Space at desk

· Crowded areas
· Physical activity

Olfactory

Smell

Nose

· Lunch time

· Perfume/Aftershave
· Air fresheners
· Cleaning product

Vestibular

Balance

Inner ear
· Seating options

· Physical activity involving this system.

Proprioception

Movement
Sense of

body in space

Muscles, tendons, ligaments,
and joint receptors.

· Movement

· Movement breaks
· Chores involving heavy lifting

Interoception

Internal

Nerve receptors inside and
outside body

· Body sensations attached to emotions

· Appetite
· Thirst
· Body temperature
· Itching
· Pain
· Illness
· Sleepiness
· Toileting

In looking to theorise the interaction between the person and the sensory environment,

there are many different avenues to explore. For instance, Merleau-Ponty (1962) considers

the body as a key to understanding of our relationship to the environment that our bodies

and sensory systems are immersed within. Overtime, the realm of theorising the individual’s
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interaction with their sensory environment has become a focus for Occupational Therapists

(Ayres, 1972; Schoen et al., 2019). More recently a new wave of writing is emerging from

neurodivergent individuals that explores the lived experiences of the users of these sensory

environments (Milton, 2012; O’Neill & Kenny, 2023). What is clear from synthesising these

different perspectives is that neurodivergent learners experience the educational

environment in a highly embodied way. For example, challenging sensory experiences in the

learning environment are frequently reported by autistic people (O’Neill & Kenny, 2023). The

interaction between a poorly considered sensory learning environment and neurodivergent

sensory systems can lead to overwhelm, distress, exhaustion, and significant health

difficulties, including BIMS (burnout, inertia, meltdown, and shutdown) (Phung et al., 2021).

In order to provide balance and not be overly deficit-focused, it is vital for us to share that

inclusive learning environments can also offer experiences of sensory joy for all learners,

including those who are neurodivergent. There is satisfaction in experiencing these

occasions with learners. This reference to sensory joy, although effectively marketed by

companies offering sensory products, is not as well researched. However, this topic is

active and live in the folk knowledge within neuro-minority communities. The following is a

mind map from one of our group members that represents the neurodivergent sensory joy

they experience and observe in their educational environment.

Figure 5. Sensory Joy and Inclusive Learning
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In practical terms what can we do as teachers to support learners who may experience

the sensory environment of school in a different way?

• Firstly, include a sensory checklist in when completing environmental audits of your

school and classroom. Ideally, a neurodivergent individual with some knowledge in

this area would help assess the environment too. There are many checklists available

and Gareth Morewood has developed checklists that incorporate learner voice

(http://www.gdmorewood.com/author/gduser/).

• Get to know your learners and their sensory preferences and aversions. Some
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neurodivergent learners may have an occupational therapy report with

recommendations. If you get the chance to collaborate with an occupational therapist

in considering the sensory needs of learners in the educational environment, seize it!

• Be understanding of the fact that sensory preferences, aversions and sensitivities can

change over time. Many factors both micro and macro affect these changes. Stress,

rest and illness are but a few of these factors.

• If a learner is telling you (by their words or in another way, their behaviour for example)

that there is something in the sensory environment distressing them, please believe

them. Please do not invalidate their experience, for example, by saying “you’ll get used

to it”. This type of invalidation can lead to learners not trusting their own sensory and

body signals and this neither inclusive nor healthy.

• Be cognisant to create a low arousal environment. This can offer a retreat for a learner

who is over stimulated.

• Please be sensitive, responsive and adaptive to the sensory needs of learners. In

keeping with the principles of UDL, offer different sensory options in your classroom in

the form of sensory toys, seating options and adjustable lighting and acoustics. Do

not be overly-prescriptive with scheduled sensory breaks and sensory diets are not as

inclusive as a person-led and flexible approach. A sensory break should not be offered

as a reward and never withheld as a consequence.

Relational

Good relationships can have a deep impact on a child’s self-esteem, belonging, social

functioning, academic success and resilience (Dooley et al., 2012). There is a plethora of

research which shows that a high relationship quality between teachers and learners is one

of the most important and effective ways to promote development, both socially and in

terms of learning and achievement (Allen et al., 2018; Holzerberger et al., 2019; Pianta et

al., 2012; Roorda et al., 2011). Two psychological theories are frequently used to explain

the importance of high-quality teacher-student relationships: the attachment theory and the

self-determination theory (see glossary) (Pianta et al., 2003; Roorda et al., 2011). In order to

feel socially included, students should experience schools as reliable places of learning and

support, which in turn is based on the quality of their relationships with teachers and peers.

This is even more important for students with special educational needs (SEND), who are

often more exposed to isolation and victimization (Murray & Pianta 2007). When good

relationships at school are lacking, children can see themselves as outsiders, isolated from

the school environment (Skinner et al., 2014). The fragility of student-teacher relationships

has been brought into question now that many European countries are being influenced by

neoliberal policy discourses and are dominated by the values of self-interest, individualism,

competition and comparisons (Hall et al., 2019). With education coming to be more closely

linked to economic growth and global competitiveness, there is an increasing emphasis
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on standardisation and out-comes based assessment, test-based accountability as well

as corporate forms of school management. Thus, the tensions produced by the clash of

conflicting philosophies that underpin inclusive learning environments and schools that

narrowly focus on academic achievement over relationships means that while education is

meant to be for all, education is becoming a commodity, a private good to be consumed.

Neoliberal policy discourses shift the focus of teachers care away from students, as

performative pressures on pupils and teachers are contributing to rather than ameliorating

the marginalisation of pupils who do not fit the normative homogenous group of learners.

Therefore, now more than ever, educators have a responsibility of care to all students and

in Nell Nodding’s words “we should want more from our educational efforts than academic

achievement and second, we will not achieve even that meagre success, unless children

believe that they themselves are cared for and learn to care for others” (1984).

The concept of care refers to concern for others, responsibility for a relational caring

(Noddings, 2002, 2012) and teacher care is defined as teacher behaviours which enhance

or maintain the quality of positive interpersonal relationships among teachers and students

(Bieg, Backes & Mittag, 2011). Teachers must put care at the core. Strong relationships

with teachers and support staff create the foundation for inclusive education. Schools

play an important role in providing a safe, caring environment for children and building

connections and relationships with trusted adults. Relationships are central to children’s

sense of belonging and well-being (Treisman, 2016). Promoting positive school staff

relationships and supporting emotional well-being is paramount for teachers working to

build deep relationships with students. One of the strongest predictors of stability and well-

being, in young people, is the existence of at least ‘one good adult’ in their lives. Crosby

(2016) emphasises that teachers can be a significant attachment presence for vulnerable

students, a connection, who is safe and available to a child in their time of need. This good

relationship can have a deep impact on a child’s self-esteem, belonging, social functioning,

academic success and resilience (Dooley et al., 2012).

The role of the teacher in creating an inclusive learning environment is of key importance.

Within the traditional systems of school culture and structure it is still widely believed that

the role of the teacher within the school context is to teach and evaluate certain subjects as

well as the pupil’s performance. There can be a lot of pressure to achieve certain objectives

from the curriculum within a given time frame and this in turn can impact on other vital

elements of successful and inclusive teaching. That however is only a fraction of what we

need to be doing in order to truly make our schools inclusive. We would strongly argue that

creating a welcoming and safe learning environment, is the foundation of any successful

learning experience, enabling a child to participate and learn.

As demanding as the task of educating and caring for young learners may be, fortunately

educators often have a lot of freedom in choosing our working methods, modelling and

preparing content, or making changes to our work environment. This not only requires the

critical reflection of our own presuppositions and biases but also the willingness to make
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an active effort in redefining teacher-student relationships and challenging the status quo

in order to promote social change.

Elements of successful teaching and inclusive education

In order for us to gain a general understanding of what successful and inclusive education

entails, we want to introduce the four elements which Naukkarinen (2018) proposes of

successful teaching and inclusive education:

1. Addressing the basic needs of the students

2. Applying group dynamic skills

3. A learner-centred approach to learning

4. Striving for on-the-job learning and school improvement

Arguably, considering point one: addressing the basic needs of the students, children need

infinitely more than having merely their basic needs met. According to Maslow’s (1970)

hierarchy of needs apart from the basic needs such as physiological needs and safety,

children also require a sense of belonging and love, self-esteem and self-actualisation for

them to really thrive. Being one of the most important attachment figures to interact with

students on a daily basis, it is up to us to fulfil these needs on various levels (Naukkarinen,

2018).

The nature of a group within a learning environment is an important factor in order for

children to develop social skills and learning, motivate them and help them form their own

concept of self. Understanding a group’s specific dynamic, applying group dynamic skills,

and assessing its emotional nature are responsibilities which ultimately fall to the teacher.

The sense of home and belonging cannot solely stem from a space itself but also from the

relationships, rules and boundaries of the people within it. Essentially home is where your

heart is. Getting to know and respect the other group members with their individual needs,

learning to take others’ perspective for the sake of better understanding them and feeling

seen and validated as an individual, are equally important factors to feeling at home and

welcome in a learning environment.

Balancing a heterogeneous group of individuals can be very challenging and

overwhelming at times and often requires a certain skillset and amount of leadership

(Naukkarinen, 2018). This does not however have to indicate an authoritarian and more

traditional approach but is more about fostering a culture of showing respect, giving

responsibility and encouraging critical thinking within the group. Especially the feeling of

being taken seriously and being validated are aspects which are of great importance to

young learners and are experiences which many of them remember and apply to other

situations in later life.
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Being validated, respected and represented are also vital and overlapping elements of

a learner-centred approach to learning. We need to be representing the children’s lived

experiences, their family backgrounds and topics which are relevant to them in everyday life

so that their identity is validated in an inclusive school environment. In order to achieve that

we need to give learners more autonomy and responsibility concerning school culture and

classroom environment, and curriculum and subject matters. Of course, there needs to be

a framework for these choices, but it is still often the prevailing practice to exclude children

from these decisions and processes completely when we should be letting them take

ownership of their learning and develop learner agency. This frequently makes it difficult for

children to relate and engage (Naukkarinen, 2018).

In the beginning it may feel unfamiliar to hand over responsibilities and control to the rest

of the group, especially since the traditional perception of the role of the teacher is often

associated with authority, working alone and being solely responsible for the wellbeing and

development of a group of young learners. While we will admit that it takes relationship

building, group work and practice, we can promise that relinquishing some of that control

and collaborating with the students on relevant factors of school culture eventually does

pay off.

Figure 6. Principles of learner-centred instruction
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based on Parrish (2019)

For us to successfully fulfil the requirements of inclusive learning mentioned above, it

is of primary importance that we are willing to strive for on-the-job learning and school

improvement (Naukkarinen, 2018). Learning and improvement are terms which might

suggest that there are workshops to be visited or scientific literature to be read in order

to meet expectations and become better versions of ourselves. While those are of course

valid approaches they are not always mandatory for moving towards our goal. A democratic

school culture, collaborating with children and parents, cooperating with colleagues and

actively reflecting upon our own belief systems are elements to incorporate into our

everyday practice which can go a long way. Essentially, we invite you to reflect on and
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question your belief systems, to be explorative and curious and ideally let others

accompany you on that journey.

Importance of teachers to be reflective and reflexive

Many people would consider teaching as being a calling more than simply a job. It

undoubtedly has a huge impact and might arguably be one of the professions with the

most potential to actually enact change – offering young learners’ inspiration, a positive

outlook and encouragement to actively participate in society (Jones, 2009). Hansen (2001)

indicates that it should be viewed as more of a ‘moral practice’ while Fullan (2013)

additionally proposes that this moral purpose cannot go without “the skills of change

agentry”.

That being said, ironically, in most parts of the world, school culture still remains a

traditional and somewhat hierarchical work environment in which people tend to hold

on to their familiar belief systems and find it hard to free themselves from conventional

perspectives to actively promote social change. We limit ourselves by preserving structural

and cultural features of school organisation, frequently making school a very inflexible

environment unable or unwilling to adjust to the individual’s needs.

Reasons for this are possibly teacher’s defensive routines, retaining prevailing practices

because they offer a sense of safety and control and thus undermining critical evaluation

and constructive discourse (Naukkarinen, 2018). Being responsible for a group of young

learners can be daunting to say the least and it is understandable for us to gravitate

towards authoritarian approaches at times – essentially often restaging our own childhood

experiences in school. The thought of relinquishing control or even power can be very

unnerving because notions such as classical reward-punishment solutions for example

are something familiar for us to hold on to. If we want to strive to fulfil Naukkarinen’s

fourth element of successful teaching and inclusive education as mentioned above, it

is imperative that we are inquisitive and willing to establish a new learning relationship

between teachers and students since otherwise a constructive discourse becomes

impossible.

So, how is it possible for us to implement Naukkarinen’s fourth element to strive for

improvement and become explorative and more open minded? A good aspect to start off

with is critically reflecting upon our biases, our mindsets, values and belief systems. A

task which is more complex than it might seem especially since reflection alone is not

sufficient unless it is put into action. We need to be willing to make necessary changes

and apply and incorporate them into our understanding of the world and our role within

the microcosm of school. Mezirow (1991) suggests, that teachers need to be engaged in

critical reflection of their experiences, which in turn leads to a perspective transformation:

“Perspective transformation is the process of becoming critically aware of how and why our

assumptions have come to constrain the way we perceive, understand, and feel about our

world; changing these structures of habitual expectations to make possible a more inclusive
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and integrated perspective; and, finally, making choices or otherwise acting upon these new

understandings” (Mezirow, 1991, 167).

As heterogenous as our learners may be – due to the implementation of inclusive school

systems all the more so – teachers are still more often than not part of a majority group.

Being subconsciously biased and having prejudices or presuppositions about others is

human even for the most open minded among us. Suttie (2016) suggests four steps

to reflect upon and fight our own biases including the cultivation of awareness, working

to increase empathy and empathic communication, practicing mindfulness and loving-

kindness and developing cross-group friendships in our own lives.

Psychologically prejudices often serve the purpose of making quick judgement of a group

or situation thus helping us make decisions and react accordingly. It is a part of human

behaviour which we cannot simply shake. Our biases become a problem if we are not

aware of them or their impact upon others: “Teachers are human and therefore influenced

by psychological biases, like the fundamental attribution error, when we assume that others

who behave in a certain way do so because of their character (a fixed trait) rather than in

response to environmental circumstances” (Suttie, 2016). Especially learner’s behaviours

which are perceived as problematical or children who are frequently referred to as “difficult”

are often sending a clear message and may be displaying a very rational reaction to very

inappropriate circumstances.

Empathy in this case refers to our willingness to take another person’s perspective.

That itself is not always an easy matter and requires us to develop an understanding

for our student’s backgrounds, communities and their everyday life. We need to actively

communicate and learn more about each other in order not to be blinded by our own

stereotypical views. Not only does this help forge a more profound bond with our students

but it certainly has a huge impact on school culture in general.

Practicing mindfulness in our job and everyday routines undoubtedly helps us better

manage our own emotions and stress levels thus impacting our reactions to certain

situations in the classroom. Suttie (2016) goes on to suggest that decreasing stress levels

of teachers can also indirectly reduce their bias additionally to having a positive influence

on their wellbeing.

Developing cross-group friendships outside the workplace does not only have a positive

effect upon our relationships within the classroom but can also have a great effect upon

a community as a whole. It is of vital importance for us to understand that neither our

school nor our students exist within a vacuum but are closely linked to their surrounding

environments and communities which makes it all the more important for us to reach out

thus decreasing our prejudice towards outgroup members. Additionally, this is a major part

of the teacher as a role model and can have contagion effects on our students and how

they perceive the world since young learners are much more likely to do what we do than to

do what we tell them to (Suttie, 2016).

As important as awareness and reflection on us may be, the positive changes that
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teachers from minority cultures can bring to a school environment are well documented.

Not only can teachers of minority groups serve as role models but also as advocates

helping students identify and make a connection between their lived experiences in school

and at home (Pellegrino, Bransford & Donovan,, 1999). Villegas and Irvines (2010) found

that teachers from ethnic minority groups, for example, managed to successfully establish

helpful bridges to learning for students who might have otherwise remained disengaged

from schoolwork. Such culturally-relevant practices, if used widely in schools, hold potential

for reversing the persistent racial/ethnic achievement gap. Here too the awareness and

reflection however are not enough and the presence of teachers of minority groups alone

is not sufficient to change a school’s climate. They need to be willing to draw upon their

own lived experiences working with and educating students and colleagues alike (Villegas,

Strom, & Lucas, 2012).

Linguistic and Communicative

Inclusive multilingual education

In this chapter we discuss inclusive education from the view of linguistic and

communicative environment, that consists of multilingual learners, linguistic minorities, and

accessible communication, especially for the deaf and hard-of hearing (DHH) learners.

Every school is a rich language and communication environment with its diverse people,

traditions, and cultures in a globalised world. Open discussions about the diversity of

individuals and their diverse needs, the visibility of diverse people, among pupils and the

staff, in the school environment is essential also from this point of view. Discussions about

language awareness and linguistically responsive classroom pedagogy have become a

permanent part of the normative framework of basic education (Piippo et al., 2021.). When

we talk about minority and multilingual learners, we automatically approach the subject

from the perspective of multilingual education in the field of pedagogy and language

education. The school is a key institution for language socialisation (Ochs & Schieffelin,

2012), which gives teachers, educators and curriculum work a central role when building

spaces for participation and language learning. Inclusive methods, materials, and digital

environments in the learner’s first or heritage language, especially in small minority

languages, can support the development of individual’s multiliteracies and well-being.

Media, digital learning materials and interpreting services as examples of resources are

good tools to promote multilingual learners and young people’s linguistic agency,

participation, and access to their first language(s).

A minority/heritage language speaker or signer must learn the majority language in order

to succeed well in the society. Using the student’s own linguistic resources contributes

to the learning of other languages and multiliteracies. Inclusive multilingual education

consists of managing learning environments in a way that supports learners’ language

learning and linguistic-cultural identity also in their first/heritage languages. It can mean,

CREATING A FRAMEWORK FOR INCLUSIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT | 585



for example, collaborative teaching, peers, and adults using the same minority/heritage

language, translanguaging, using multilingual media materials, teaching each other and

linguistically sensitive curriculum planning (more examples and solutions for teaching are

described in the chapter “Language Learning for All”).

Linguistic accessibility in learning environments and values for communication

There has been more awareness about accessible information and communication,

especially during the COVID-crisis due to the visibility of signed language interpreting,

and the growing number of subtitles and multilingual information in the media. Linguistic

accessibility and linguistic-communicative environment are a kind of umbrella concepts

that applies to many different groups of users. Below we give some examples of different

user groups and solutions to apply also in learning environments.

Most people communicate through an auditory-oral-modality and traditionally services

and education have been built around this way of communicating. For visually oriented

people, such as deaf and hard of hearing (DHH) learners, as well other diverse learners’

multiple use of semiotic resources is important for accessing information and

communication. For example, deafblind people communicate in a tactile way and therefore

information should also be carried in tactile mode.

Simplified language is useful for people with cognitive challenges or for immigrants and

second language (L2) learners making language more readable. For DHH people, visual

and multimodal communication, language concordant communication, signed language or

text-based interpreting and translation services removes communication barriers, supports

learner’s multiliteracies and their participation.

There is plenty of normative expectations about a language and its norms. One example

of norms concerns distantism, which constructs the ideal human being “as a rational

and literate being, whose sensual engagement with the world is through eyes and ears”

(Pennycook, 2018: 71). However, deaf, deafblind, and neurodivergent learners often use

more semiotic resources and multimodal means creatively such as gestures, touch, and

drawings in addition to language (De Meulder et al., 2019; Snoddon, 2022). Snoddon and

Paul (2020) argues that access to a language should be framed as a health need especially

with DHH learners in their early years, because language deprivation causes deleterious

effects on cognition and emotional development. Language deprivation often occurs

among those DHH children who were not offered a signed language (Snoddon & Paul 2020).

Also, The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)

supports the recognition of DHH children’s right to a signed language.

For hard of hearing learners who use spoken languages and benefit from hearing aids,

learning environments can be designed in many ways to create a better listening

environment. Sound-absorbing structures and many technical solutions make listening

easier for these learners, and a better listening environment is more comfortable for all
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other learners too. There are various hearing solutions that can build a better hearing

environment in class or at school. Traditionally there have often been arrangements on

optimal listening conditions, but constant dependency on the learner’s weaker sense can

be stressing for the DHH learner (Kiili & Pollari, 2012) causing hearing fatigue. Visual

methods, speech-to-text, or national sign language interpreting services are very important

and needed for the DHH learner but serve also peer-to-peer communication in a way which

is not dependent on the degree of hearing.

Interpreting services are vital ways to make communicative situations more equal and

accessible when thinking about the participation of all minority language speakers or

signers, especially from the view of DHH people who use a signed language of their

country. Interpreting service grants access to contents, gives diverse learners a chance to

understand given information also in group level, express themselves with confidence and

to build relationships with other people.

Access to interpreting services varies greatly from country to country. In the Nordic

countries, for example, interpreting service is free of charge for users with disabilities. In

Finland and Norway, public interpreting service for persons with disabilities is planned to

be always available, both at school, at work, or in free time, and for studies or work abroad.

Interpreting service can be delivered between a national sign language and national or other

spoken language, or as speech-to-text-interpreting, and other more specified ways.

In an inclusive education and learning environment, both spoken and signed languages

are seen as equal languages, as well all other diverse learner’s use of appropriate means

and formats of communication that diverse learners might use, which requires various

measures.

When discussing linguistic and communicative environments in schools, all learners

benefit from a learning environment where communication and interaction is multimodal.

Educators should therefore explore the means and tools available to ensure accessibility of

the environment and communication.

Conclusion

Often the focus in school lies on the perceived responsibility of changing the learner or the

content and curriculum, not so much on modifying the learning environment or reflecting

upon ourselves. Our approach to these situations often lacks reason, since we would hardly

change, much less become irritated at a plant for failing to grow but would try to devise

ways to adjust the environment in which it is growing. That responsibility ultimately falls

to us as teachers being the primary attachment figures for our students and key figures

within the school context as well as playing an important role in bridging the gap between

school and society as a whole. Achieving that goal requires the willingness to question

our values and belief systems, taking other’s perspective and constantly striving to improve
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school, making it a more welcoming and safer place for all of us. Teachers committed

to fostering inclusive learning environments will listen to neurodivergent professionals

and neurodivergent learner voices when conceptualising, designing, planning, using, and

evaluating sensory spaces and places (Neilson, 2021). Actively building a school

environment which provides a sense of belonging and feels like home is not only essential

for our own wellbeing but also for that of our students. Meeting all those requirements is

undoubtedly a major challenge, it is however one which we do not have to face alone. It

is important for us to redefine teacher-student relationships and invite parents and other

stakeholders to actively participate in the journey. School is often a microcosm which

excludes the environment that surrounds it. If we manage to make schools more welcoming

and open places for everybody that will not only have a positive impact on the learning

environment itself but in turn can be an important factor in making a change in society

altogether.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=398#h5p-26

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• What is your personal definition of an inclusive learning environment? In considering

this question, think about the vital components of an inclusive learning environment.

• Please take one of the other 13 dimensions of diversity. Use this as a lens to explore

the inclusive learning environment framework.

• Compare the framework used in the chapter with some other conceptual frameworks

that you are familiar with.
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PARTICIPATION OF CHILDREN AND YOUTH
IN LEARNING AND COMMUNITY
DEVELOPMENT

Carlos Moreno-Romero; Ines Boban; Maryam Mohammadi; Shichong Li; and
Silvia Dell'Anna

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=653#oembed-1

Imagine a learning experience where young people become interested and engaged in

their community’s nutritional well-being. Imagine a project where young people build a Zen

Garden for their community to enjoy. Imagine a setting where young people make use

of restorative to help their peers solve their conflicts through non-violent communication,

active listening and restorative questions. These are some examples that point to the

importance of involving young people in decision-making within their communities and their

learning experiences.

Example Case

“As a student at the Participatory School, a humanistic, democratic school, we were always

encouraged to explore new topics through a project-based learning method. From a young age,

we undertook individual projects on subjects that interested us, examining them from multiple

perspectives and deepening our understanding. During secondary school, we embarked on a

collective project that involved community participation. The school proposed several topics,

and we chose to focus on the issue of malnutrition among children in our country.

Our first step was to conduct thorough research on malnutrition and its significance. We

discovered that the prevalent form of malnutrition in our country is due to a lack of essential

vitamins and minerals. Understanding this, we recognised the need to learn about the effects
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and consequences of vitamin deficiencies. Each of us researched one or two specific vitamins

and shared our findings with the group. We knew that we needed to be well-informed to raise

awareness and drive change.

To involve the community, the first step was to ask all students and their parents to participate

in comprehensive blood tests to measure vitamin levels. Over two months, nearly 150 families

took part, allowing us to analyse their blood tests and identify common deficiencies. Our

research indicated that given the economic conditions, simple dietary changes like drinking a

glass of milk and eating two eggs daily could help address these deficiencies.

Next, we needed to disseminate our findings to children, their families, and schools. We

attempted to collaborate with the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Education to

implement new policies in schools, but not all efforts were successful. Therefore, our plans

changed, and we had to develop a new initiative to raise awareness. Realising the importance

of trust, we decided to engage well-known artists, actors, and singers in our awareness

campaign. These public figures were photographed with a glass of milk, and their images were

displayed in a large photo exhibition and shared on their social media, reaching a wide

audience.

We also expanded our efforts by sharing our project with similar groups in other cities, aiming

to raise awareness nationwide. The project has since grown into a larger online initiative where

people across the country share nutritious recipes and food tips.

Currently, I have stepped back from direct participation in the project, allowing others to take

over. What I have learned is that scaling a project does not require the original members to

remain in control or be actively involved until its completion, and it was one of the principles

that the school wanted us as students to learn. Stepping aside from a project that you have

started and witnessing others continue allows the project to thrive and achieve its main

objectives, such as the principle of participation, more effectively.”

Baran Yousefi, former student of a democratic school in Tehran, Iran

The example above comes from the Participatory School in Tehran, Iran. It is important

for readers to understand that, while this school provides an extraordinary and inspiring

example of participatory education, it is not representative of the broader educational

landscape in the country. The innovative practices and values at this school stand out as a

unique model, differing significantly from the more conventional approaches found in many

other schools in Iran.

The Iranian Ministry of Education does not recognise the Participatory School, although

it has demonstrated significant achievements. It aims to promote a variety of educational

methods, rather than endorsing a single official approach, across the country. It seeks to
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inspire change by offering alternative models of education that prioritise participation and

diversity in learning methods.

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What are the guiding principles/concepts for meaningful participation of children and

youth in learning and community development?

2. What hinders the participation of children and youth in learning and community

development?

3. How do we facilitate the participation of children and youth in learning and

community?

4. What are the possible next steps for students and teachers?

Introduction to Topic

In today’s rapidly changing world, children and youth are often positioned as passive

recipients of education rather than active participants. However, there is growing

recognition of the importance of engaging young people in both their learning and the

development of their communities. This shift moves beyond traditional classroom

boundaries, positioning children and youth as essential contributors to societal progress.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) emphasises that

young people have the right to participate meaningfully in decisions that affect them.

Consisting of 54 articles and ratified by 196 countries, the UNCRC defines children’s

participation as an “ongoing process that includes information-sharing and dialogue

between children and adults, based on mutual respect, where children learn how their views

and those of adults are considered and shape the outcome of such processes” (Committee

on the Rights of the Child, 2009).

This means fostering environments where their voices are not just heard but are actively

considered and integrated into outcomes that shape their lives. In both educational settings

and broader community contexts, participation is a robust process that empowers children

and youth to take ownership of their learning, build leadership skills, and contribute to

creating more equitable and just societies.

To see school as the ivory tower of learning would be limiting. The title of the chapter
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contains the term ‘community development’, clarifying the importance of extending action

to the whole society. Full and meaningful participation transcends the walls of a classroom.

It reaches outward to integrate knowledge and other perspectives and contribute politically,

socially, and culturally so that children and youth can truly assert themselves and perceive

themselves as citizens.

In this chapter, we explore the guiding principles that promote meaningful participation

of children and youth, examine the barriers that hinder their engagement, and discuss

strategies to foster their active involvement in learning and community development.

Through examples and case studies, we will illustrate how, when empowered to make

decisions and engage in collaborative processes, young people can transform their roles

from passive learners to active changemakers – active with full children’s rights.

By drawing on theoretical frameworks and practical case studies, we aim to uncover the

transformative potential of child and youth participation. This chapter seeks to challenge

traditional power dynamics between adults and children, advocating for an egalitarian

approach to education and community development. Whether through student-led

initiatives, participation in decision-making, or collaborative community projects, we will

highlight the many ways in which children and youth can be powerful agents of change

when given the opportunity.

Participation in action: principles, power dynamics, and areas for
development

What do we mean by “participation of children and youth in learning and
community development”?

Baran’s example highlights how children’s roles can shift dramatically when given the

opportunity to participate actively. No longer confined to the traditional role of a student

passively absorbing information, Baran took part in a community research project, where

she contributed her knowledge to address real-world issues. Through her involvement,

Baran not only demonstrated her ability to acquire scientific knowledge but also played

a crucial role in improving her local community. She became an active agent of her own

learning, shaping the process and outcomes of her educational experience.

By examining Baran’s story, we challenge the conventional stereotypes of children as

passive learners. Instead, we emphasise that learning extends beyond the classroom and

occurs wherever children are no longer restricted. Children like Baran can be active

participants in both their education and community development, initiating projects and

contributing meaningfully to societal change.
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Addressing power imbalances and recognizing children’s agency

The persistent power imbalance between adults and children has long limited the

participation of young people in important decision-making processes (James, 2007).

However, recent work in the sociology of childhood aims to dismantle these power

dynamics. Scholars are now focusing on demystifying the relationships between children

and adults, advocating for the recognition of children’s capabilities and their right to

participate actively in various settings (Mayall, 2013).

As awareness of children’s potential continues to grow, it is crucial to adopt a balanced

approach that neither underestimates or overestimates their abilities. Children and youth

should be seen as competent individuals whose contributions deserve fair recognition and

integration into broader social structures. By embracing this balanced perspective, we can

create more equitable and inclusive environments where the voices of children and youth

are not only heard but also valued. This shift paves the way for a more just and participatory

society, where young people play a central role in shaping their communities and futures.

It is the responsibility of teachers, along with their broader network of stakeholders, to

critically analyse potential risks and boundaries in any participatory process, ensuring that

no harm is caused to students or their communities. This should be done collaboratively

with students, as it is essential to equip them with the skills to identify and understand these

risks. Teachers must be especially mindful of issues such as privacy and data protection,

particularly when projects involve online presence or public platforms. For example,

safeguarding personal information and implementing measures such as comment

restrictions on social media platforms can help protect students from negative exposure.

This process of risk assessment should be ongoing, responsive to the specific context, and

always prioritise the well-being and safety of students, ensuring that participation remains

a positive and empowering experience.

The rationale for promoting children’s and youth’s participation

There are numerous benefits to adopting a holistic approach to youth participation, which

ultimately leads to stronger engagement in community development. Firstly, involving

young people in decision-making and conflict resolution has enhanced their moral

reasoning skills (Kohlberg, 1985). This process helps youth become more aware of their

rights and responsibilities while also reducing school bullying – a behaviour often

stemming from power imbalances both within and outside school settings (Gribble, 2016).

Furthermore, when children and youth are actively involved in creating agreements, it

promotes the development of positive and functional boundaries, which are closely tied to

inhibitory control (Juul, 2001). This involvement strengthens their sense of belonging to

the school community (Hope, 2012), fostering a deeper commitment to their own learning,

reducing anxiety, and facilitating autonomy and self-regulation (Anderman, 2002).
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In addition, when young people are seen as key contributors to school management, their

argumentative skills and academic performance tend to improve (Bouché Peris, 2003; Day

et al., 2009). It further contributes to the establishment of a participatory leadership culture,

where everyone – students, teachers, and community members – develop the tools needed

to influence their surroundings positively (Louis et al., 2010). Such experiences encourage

young people to value diversity and cultivate a sense of social responsibility (Bruyere, 2010),

while providing practical lessons in rights and responsibilities (Danner & Jonyiene, 2012).

Youth participation also plays a critical role in fostering citizenship skills. Learners who

advocate for individual and collective rights develop empathy, political literacy, and an

increased sense of responsibility for their actions (Hope, 2012). Prud’homme (2014)

supports this view, noting that involving young people in decision-making and conflict

resolution related to their education can promote respect for diversity and encourage

greater civic engagement. These experiences empower youth and enhance their critical

thinking, preparing them to be thoughtful and engaged citizens.

Moreover, children and youth have demonstrated their capacity to be active citizens in

various ways (Loader et al., 2016). In Scotland, for example, young people are granted

the right to vote at 16, a rare policy that significantly increases their political engagement

(Huebner, 2021). This reform has given Scottish youth the confidence to express

themselves in traditionally adult-dominated spaces. Schooling plays a crucial role in

shaping these early voting behaviours, enabling young people to challenge power

imbalances and address social inequalities. Research shows that early voting experiences

in Scotland have led to higher voter turnout in subsequent years (Dinas, 2012; Huebner,

2021), underscoring the importance of democratic education in fostering long-term political

engagement.

In conclusion, engaging children and youth in their learning and community development

lays the foundation for their future contributions to society. Starting with small, meaningful

changes, youth can be empowered to take control of their lives and participate more

actively in shaping the world around them.

Key areas of participation for children and youth in learning and community
development

Children and youth can engage in various areas of participation that foster their role in

learning and community development. These areas include:

• Knowledge construction and critical reflection: Youth participate in critical

discussions and research, collaborating with adults or independently, as seen in

movements like Philosophy for Children and Citizen Science for Kids.

• Political power and decision-making: Initiatives such as Children’s Parliaments and

lowering the voting age (e.g., in Ireland) empower children to influence local and
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school-level governance.

• Community contribution and social engagement: Programmes like Self-Directed

Service Learning and the Learning City Model promote the integration of learning with

community service and engagement.

• Tailoring education and learning participation: In democratic schools like Freie

Schule Leipzig (Germany) and Summerhill (UK), children shape their learning by

negotiating timetables and curricula, using tools like Learning Contracts and peer

tutoring.

• Cultural initiatives and expression: Youth-led projects, such as radio stations,

journals, and intergenerational learning programs, provide platforms for self-

expression and cultural collaboration.

• Space design and environmental planning: Children collaborate (if needed with

architects and planners) to create spaces that meet their needs, such as designing

playgrounds or reorganising classrooms.

In these areas, participation must be ethical and meaningful, ensuring that children’s voices

are respected and supported to engage effectively in issues affecting their lives.

Barriers to participation and strategies for empowering children and youth in
learning and community development

Navigating power dynamics: ensuring equitable participation in education

The relationship between teachers and students in traditional educational settings is often

shaped by power imbalances. Teachers are typically seen as the sole bearers of knowledge,

while students are viewed as passive recipients. This creates a hierarchical structure where

students have little control over their learning experiences. In specific social contexts,

teachers’ knowledge, along with their embedded authoritarian positions, can appear

oppressive to children as students, resonating with an inequality that manifests in the

power dichotomy.

The philosopher Michel Foucault (1982) famously argued that “knowledge is power,” a

concept that applies to the teacher-student relationship. In many classrooms, teachers’

control over knowledge reinforces their authority, limiting students’ agency. Brazilian

educator Paulo Freire (1970?) took this idea further, critiquing traditional education systems

where teachers act as oppressors and students are merely passive learners. However,

teachers represent the system and society as a whole and do not just act as oppressors on

their own initiative.

Freire (1970) advocated for a “liberatory” approach to education – one that empowers

students to recognise their own potential and make meaningful contributions. In this model,

teachers act not as authoritarian figures, but as facilitators who guide students in shaping
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their learning experiences. By shifting away from hierarchical structures, we can create a

learning environment that fosters genuine participation and collaboration.

In democratic schools, learning is seen as a collaborative process. Rather than being

arranged in a pyramid, where teachers sit at the top and students at the bottom, democratic

schools operate more like interconnected circles (see Figure 1). Each “circle” consists of

participants—students, teachers, and community members—working together as equals.

This approach decentralises power and encourages shared responsibility in decision-

making.

Figure 1: From traditional to democratic and inclusive education – or: from Power over to

Power with

Based on: Hecht, 2017, slide 31

Similarly, starting with the identification of student-teacher power disparity, teachers and

other practitioners can then tailor their strategies accordingly to empower children and

youth through their learning in school and engagement in community development, which,

in turn, can positively influence the ways learners become agents of learning, making

changes to their learning in school alongside teachers. As children and youth are regarded

as active participants in their own learning by taking part in curriculum decision-making,
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teachers and other adults become facilitators, rather than superior or dominant leaders of

children’s and youth’s participatory learning.

In addition to addressing the general power imbalance between teachers and students,

educators must also be mindful of the power dynamics arising from differences in gender,

sexual orientation, economic, social, and cultural background, class, dis/ability, race,

languages, health, age, pregnancy and early parenthood, belief, religion (or lack thereof),

biography, and appearance. These differences often intersect, shaping the way individual

students experience education and access opportunities. It is crucial for educators to

ensure that representation reflects this diversity, creating spaces where underrepresented

minorities can express their voices without placing the burden on individual students to

represent ‘their’ minority group. Schools must create an inclusive environment that

promotes equitable participation by actively addressing these imbalances, ensuring that the

experiences of marginalised students are acknowledged and valued, and that structures are

in place to support their contributions to learning and community development.

Having real decision-making power

Involving learners in decision-making processes within conventional schools comes with

certain risks, particularly when their participation is limited to surface-level involvement.

Often, schools allow students to express their opinions on pre-determined topics, but

these topics are carefully controlled, giving students little real power to influence decisions

(Taylor & Percy-Smith, 2008). This creates a “passive participation” model, where young

people are consulted or represented, but their ideas are easily manipulated or shaped by

adults (I’Anson, 2013). In such models, students may feel they are being heard, but their

contributions rarely result in meaningful changes. This can limit their ability to generate new

ideas and force them to conform to decisions favoured by social pressure or the school’s

pre-existing agenda (Hecht, 2010; Thornberg, 2010).

On the other hand, Huang (2014) argues that schools need to address the contradictions

between promoting a participatory approach and the societal structures they exist within.

Many schools claim to encourage student involvement, but their practices often reflect

the hierarchical and undemocratic structures of the larger society. This can either alienate

students from participating in real decision-making or prompt them to question the

inequities and power imbalances around them. When young people recognise these

contradictions, it can empower them to challenge social hierarchies and outdated systems

that limit their ability to fully engage as equal participants in both their schools and

communities.
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Ways of change – needs for (un)learning/changing the narrative to shape
the future

Changing the future requires changing the stories we tell ourselves, as these narratives

shape and structure our mindsets (Korten, 2015). Many of the dominant narratives we

encounter sound like: “Hurry up, be quick, and meet the standards!” or “Time is money, so

be fast and efficient!”. These narratives drive much of how we live our lives today. But by

reflecting on their impact, we can begin to explore alternative stories, such as: “Time is life,

and it’s meant to be shared.” This shift in thinking can transform how we structure our daily

lives, marking the start of an unlearning process.

In education, this unlearning involves decolonising schools and moving away from

serving the needs of corporations that position today’s children as future workers (Black,

2010). It requires abandoning standardised curricula, hierarchical relationships, and training

programmes focused on skills suited for the global economy rather than local or regional

needs. Instead, education should emphasise community-driven, place-based learning,

moving away from the idealised notions of “development” and urban consumer culture

(Norberg-Hodge, 2019).

A critical step in this unlearning process can be found in concepts like “Deschooling

Society” (Illich, 1999) and Freire’s “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” (1970). These approaches

emphasise recognising the structures that restrict participation and limit learning.

Furthermore, critical psychology (Grotelüschen, 2005; Holzkamp, 1995) highlights two

distinct modes of learning: defensive and expansive, both of which can be applied to

inclusive education.

Defensive vs. expansive learning: A compass for education

The defensive mode is what many children and youth experience within conventional

school systems, where they are focused on managing frustrations and stress, simply trying

to survive within the institution (Figure 2). This type of learning, unfortunately, becomes

their default as they leave school and enter the world. In contrast, the expansive mode

– rare in most schools but a basic human right (as enshrined in Articles 12 and 24 of

the UNCRC) – is characterised by moments of deep engagement and self-directed inquiry.

Here, learners are free to explore self-chosen topics, allowing their curiosity to flourish. This

process nurtures both the mind and the soul, offering opportunities to grow beyond the

constraints of defensive learning.

Figure 2: Compass for inclusive education
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Source: Boban & Hinz, 2012: 71; own translation
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The future of inclusive education lies in expanding opportunities for this kind of expansive

learning, while reducing defensive learning environments. It is essential that we reflect on

how our own educational experiences have shaped our expectations – of ourselves and

others – and recognise the importance of creating spaces for expansive learning, especially

in schools.

The role of expansive learning in life and community

The contrast between defensive and expansive learning is not limited to schools – it is

crucial throughout our lives. It begins in early childhood and continues through years of

schooling. However, it needs to extend beyond the classroom, so that everyone can become

active participants in their local and global communities. As shown in the earlier examples,

engaging in expansive learning can lead to fundamental changes in how we interact with

the world, particularly when addressing contemporary ecological, economic, and social

challenges.

This shift in the narrative also requires rethinking the popular phrase “It takes a village to

raise a child”. In today’s world, we need to transform this into “It takes children to raise the

village (or community)”. This means moving away from the adultist perspective (Flasher,

1978) that views children as incomplete or not yet capable, and instead recognises them

as competent experts of life. Citizenship is not something to be earned, but a right every

person is born with.

Unlearning ageism and embracing children’s participation

One of the key elements in changing this narrative is to unlearn ageism – the belief

that children are incomplete beings who need education to become “real” members of

society. This mindset denies the inner potential of children and youth, limiting their ability

to participate fully in decisions that affect their lives. In fact, research shows that even

newborns are learners, filled with awareness and empathy (Wagenhofer, 2015). Therefore, it

is time to recognise and nurture the inner richness of each child, ensuring that this potential

is maintained as they grow into youth.

In a project to develop all-day schools in Germany (based on the Index for Inclusion;

Booth & Ainscow, 2011), many adults initially doubted the capacity of younger children

to participate in school development. While students in grade 4 of primary schools were

seen as competent and capable, these same students were viewed as too young and

overwhelmed when they transitioned to grade 5 in secondary schools. This inconsistency

reveals a common logic in schools, where students are constantly seen as ‘not yet

competent’ until they reach the next level (Hinz et al., 2013). However, this view is

increasingly challenged, especially by the democratic participation of children, even in

kindergartens.
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Unlearn to have power over – change the story to other ways of being powerful

The means by which we view the idea of power hinders the participation of children

and youth. Some alternatives such as those from the Global South (Brown, 2018; Just

Associates, 2006; Ryland, 2024), create spaces by focusing on the ‘inner power’. The

example of the participatory school in Tehran describes the role of power in different

contexts (see Figure 3):

• inner power in all of the members; when they start to use it, it becomes synergistically

a

• power with others, to think about the changes they need in the place, because it is

obvious that something has to become better than it was. So, they create the

• power for specific processes, not changing everything, but raising awareness for and

together with companions on key issues, taking over in situations that first seem to be

quite powerless – especially where others try all the time to be dominant and have

• power over what is going on and keep it in their hands. This means that now we learn

that it is possible to find ways to use power in a different way.

Figure 3: Four ways of power (own figure)
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Everything begins with the aspect of the ‘inner power’ – something only individuals can

minimise or maximise. Once this ‘inner power’ appears, and finds an expression, it can

become a ‘power for’ others too, and when shared, it may become a ‘power with’ for

common engagement purposes for a better future related to ecological and social topics of

our time. Finally, there is a ‘power to’ realise essential changes.

In a democratic education model, children and youth are no longer seen as passive

objects shaped by curriculum designers, architects, or city planners. Instead, they are

active participants – subjects in their own right – who bring expertise and creativity to

the table. This shift moves participation from being a “nice-to-have” opportunity granted by

adults to a fundamental right guaranteed for everyone (Jörgensdóttir Rauterberg & Hinz,

2025). In democratic schools, such as those illustrated by Hecht (2017), the traditional

power dynamic of “education 1.0” – where adults hold power over students – is replaced

by “education 2.0”, where students, teachers, and the community share power and work

together for collective learning and development in a “partneristic” way (Eisler, 2001).

This approach is reflected in projects like the Inclusive Neighborhood Children’s

Parliaments in India (Kersting, 2018) and the Barefoot College in Rajasthan, where children

and youth take on leadership roles in their communities. These examples demonstrate how

shared power – power with – can lead to more inclusive and democratic processes in both

education and community development. As we continue to explore ways to promote child

and youth participation, these models provide a roadmap for moving away from hierarchical

power structures toward more collaborative, empowering forms of engagement.
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Unlearn hierarchical schooling – learn to develop learning places in a
participative process

Janusz Korczak once said: “To repair the world is to repair education”. In a time when

schools face teacher shortages and solutions often involve increasing class sizes or cutting

parts of the curriculum, it is more urgent now than ever to rethink the role of teachers.

The traditional model, where teachers hold power over their students and simply transmit

knowledge, must give way to a more participatory approach.

Figure 4: The transmitting and the connecting role of teachers

Based on Hecht, 2017, slide 51

In the old model (illustrated on the left side of Figure 4), teachers control the flow of

knowledge and shape students to fit their own ideas, much like filling them with information

to match a set standard. However, the right side of the diagram demonstrates a more

inclusive role for teachers, where each person (teachers and students alike) become both

a learner and a teacher. This shift marks the beginning of what Korczak described as the

proper repair of education, where learning is not hierarchical but collaborative and shared.

This concept of shared learning is reflected in the idea of the “Four Teachers” (illustrated

in Figure 6). These four learning forces—teachers, learners, peers, and the

environment—need to be integrated into learning spaces to bridge the gap between

education and democratic processes. By doing so, we create fertile ground for genuine

learning in a humanistic and participatory way. In the face of today’s global

challenges—ranging from climate change to cultural erosion – this transformation is not

just idealistic, but necessary.
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To truly repair the world, we need to unlearn the models of corporate globalisation

that have shaped education for the needs of the global market. These models prioritise

standardisation, competition, and economic goals over the well-being of local communities.

Instead, we must create spaces where people engage in addressing local issues and

develop solutions that reflect the needs of their own environments. As Helena Norberg-

Hodge (2019) argues, “local is our future”, and empowering communities to take control of

their own education systems is a key step in this direction.

A good example of how this can be achieved comes from the film “Power to the Children”

by Anna Kersting (2018), which portrays children and youth in India taking control of

their communities’ future. By establishing children’s parliaments and electing their own

ministers, these young people are not only standing up for their rights, but they are also

creating lasting change in their communities. They are addressing issues like environmental

degradation, standing against social injustices, and implementing practical solutions—such

as reducing plastic waste, conserving water, and promoting recycling.

This kind of participatory action demonstrates the transformative potential of

empowering young people to take part in shaping their own futures. When children and

youth are given real opportunities to engage with their communities, they are not just

learners but leaders, activists, and agents of change.

Unlearn the “boxes” of traditional education: embracing localities and
place-based learning

As Helena Norberg-Hodge (2019: 55) asserts, “Societies in both the Global North and South

would benefit enormously from a shift away from corporate-tailored curricula towards

diverse forms of place-based learning”. Instead of adhering to outdated models that

prepare students for a corporate-led, competitive economy, Education 2.0 must be tailored

to the unique environments, cultures, and local economies of each region. This shift

promotes local sustainability by emphasising regional agriculture, traditional architecture,

and decentralised, low-tech solutions for meeting basic needs.

For years, community organising has been a key element of democratic engagement,

and can serve as a powerful model for Education 2.0. Community organising teaches

people how to bring about social justice and ecological sustainability – critical lessons that

schools should also embrace (Meier, Penta & Richter, 2022; Penta, 2007). By adopting these

principles, schools can become part of place-based learning circles, focusing on solving

local challenges while fostering active student and community participation. This holistic

approach would empower learners to move beyond seeing themselves as “victims of the

market” (Kumar & Haworth, 2022) and instead become active agents in reshaping their

environments.
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The concept of the “Education City”

If a city chooses to adopt the model of an Education City, it first unlearns the traditional

idea of separate, isolated “little boxes”—an idea that more fitting to the industrial age, when

hierarchical structures reduced complexity. Instead of this old model, the Education City

embraces interconnected circles of learning, encompassing the classroom, the community,

and the world (see Figure 5).

Figure 5: Learning 2.0: Children and youth in classroom, community and the world

612 | PARTICIPATION OF CHILDREN AND YOUTH IN LEARNING AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT



Based on Hecht, 2017b, slide 56

In an Education City, all members of the community – mayors, citizens, teachers, and
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students – are responsible for fostering learning in these circles. As described by

Schwartzberg and Dvir (2012), this concept introduces the idea of the Four Teachers as

shown in Figure 6:

1. The first teacher is individuals’ interaction with significant adults throughout their

lives.

2. The second teacher is the experience gained through peer group interactions over

time.

3. The third teacher is the environment itself, where learning happens through

connection with the world.

4. The fourth teacher is the individual, who learns through the choices they make in their

own life.

Figure 6: Four teachers ()
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Based on Schwartzberg & Dvir, 2012, 12

By embracing these Four Teachers, an Education City shares power in a participative way

with children and youth, making learning a collective responsibility. But what does it mean

for a city to “take responsibility” (Schwartberg & Dvir 2012: 12) for learning?

Taking responsibility for democratic education

In an Education City, the entire community takes responsibility for supporting democratic

education and the development of all its residents in a humanistic and sustainable way.

This means that all resources – whether educational, environmental, or social – are

dedicated to the growth and well-being of everyone in the city. An ongoing dialogue about

education is also be maintained, constantly evolving and adapting to promote twenty-first-

century learning (Schwartzberg & Dvir, 2012).
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Figure 7: The urban art of mixing colours

Based on Schwartzberg & Dvir 2012: 13

Such a city thrives on what can be called circle power. It moves away from the rigid,

pyramidal structures of the past and embraces the dynamic, sometimes chaotic, processes

of curiosity and creativity. This is not about simply reforming education by widening the

traditional triangle into a neat square, rather the Education City unfolds like a flower, with

multiple spheres of learning interwoven in a beautiful and complex system (see Figure 7).

In this model, citizens are encouraged to think and act outside the boxes of conventional
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education. By reducing the old patterns of hierarchical power, the Education City makes

room for a more inclusive and democratic Education 2.0, where everyone, students,

teachers, and community members alike, work together to create a better future. As the

examples in this chapter will illustrate, moving beyond the old educational models is

essential if we are to repair both our minds and the world we live in.

Life, after all, is time—and that time should include moments of both flow and reflection.

Examples of participation of children and youth in learning and
community development across countries

The transition of learning processes for children and youth to enhance their potential to

participate as much as possible differs from place-based. Therefore, it makes sense to

highlight some examples of ways in which more shared powers can be found in various

countries.

Children and youth’s participation in school management

The democratic participation of children must be considered from the viewpoint that all

freedom is finite, and must also be viewed in relation to the coexistence and safety of

everyone in the educational environment. Thus, in the global context of the lack of

opportunities for student participation in school decisions, school self-government aims to

fulfill the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1990), which highlights the urgency of

supporting processes that allow children to develop and freely express their own opinions

(Articles 12-15), and promoting spaces for children’s participation in decision-making on

matters that affect them (Articles 12, 23, and 31).

In this sense, overcoming the paradox of instructing about democracy within non-

democratic school structures and practices (Bridges, 1997; Stevenson, 2010), free and

democratic schools1 implement regular meetings framed within the body of the Assembly

or Parliament and involving the school community, to decide on relevant issues for their

coexistence such as school agreements, curricular topics, workshops to offer, graduation

requirements, field trips and travel, visits to the school by experts, etc.

The ground agreements that govern such meetings are respect towards each other and

turn-taking, taking others seriously while trying to understand the degree of truth they

hold, and defending one’s own thinking without attacking others. Similarly, democratic

schools share with Apple and Beane (1995) that “democratic planning is not about making

1. See the European Democratic Education Community for further examples of the implementation of democratic principles

within learning environments www.eudec.org
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use of the right to vote, but about the convergence of different points of view and the

search for a balance between particular interests” (p. 25). In this regard, the role of the

adult transforms from being a teacher (in charge of making learners learn something) to

becoming a facilitator that scaffolds and supports young people’s guided appropriation of

democratic practices. Within this setting, young people participate in the Assembly on equal

terms with adults; that is, they have the same rights and responsibilities, having a voice and

a vote.

Additionally, two of them are elected by the school community or volunteer themselves

to manage and implement the Assembly’s agenda and note-taking. The recurring dynamic

of these meetings is that someone makes a proposal or raises an issue and argues their

reasons or motivations, and all voices are listened to and taken seriously, aiming at reaching

an agreement or consent from the school community. In some cases, the adoption of

a rule or decision is decided by voting, adopting the position of the majority; however,

although the decision of the majority is assumed, what is actually discussed is a long-

term consensus, as almost any rule can be revoked. From the perspective of school-culture

building, the Assembly’s role needs to be understood in terms of scaffolding and guided

participation and appropriation (Rogoff, 2003), where “more competent participants” in

school community meetings share with others appropriate discursive tools, such as how to

participate, speak, request the floor, and listen actively to others.

Similarly, some schools have adopted the sociocratic method with the aim of being

able to hear all voices and going beyond majority rule, emphasising the common good,

responsibility, and the consequences of decisions made. In a nutshell, sociocracy has four

main principles: consent, circle process, open election, and double-link. This democratic

governance method is implemented mostly in Dutch democratic schools. Yet it has

extended to other parts of the globe, promoting an “inclusive and equitable way of decision-

making, as collective decisions are made through the consent of everyone involved” (Osorio

& Shred, 2021: 3). Within this approach, each circle makes sure that every voice is heard,

while being represented in wider circles by community-elected representatives (Plesman,

1961).

The negotiated integrated curriculum and the 20% proposal

A negotiated integrated curriculum invites teachers and curriculum developers to involve

students by asking about their concerns and using these topics to shape learning

possibilities and teaching methods (Beane, 1997). This approach is closely related to the

“curriculum of life” (Portelli & Vibert, 2002), focused on the students’ individual, social,

cultural, and political contexts and concerns in education. According to O’Grady and
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colleagues (2014), the concept and practice of curriculum negotiation/integration in

learning lies on several key assumptions:

• Schools need to become true learning organisations, not merely obligatory societal

institutions that view students from a deficit perspective.

• A negotiated/integrated curriculum should be holistic and flexible, and encourage

collaboration between teachers and students to tackle various themes and issues,

including local and specific concerns related to the student, school, and community.

• Students can gain empowerment through genuine learning opportunities they choose,

helping them answer the universal questions: Who am I? And what is my place in

society?

• Teachers shall be respected as professionals knowledgeable about their subjects,

students, and teaching skills.

On the other hand, the 20% Proposal, which emerged from the Democracy and Education

conference held in Strasbourg in 2016, suggests that 20% of a school’s curriculum should

be dedicated to learners-initiated learning activities based on their interests, concerns, and

ideas. The main goal is to foster a more participatory, inclusive, and democratic learning

environment by embedding democratic principles into the educational experience. For

Hannam (2023), some of the key points of the proposal are:

• Student Participation: Allocate 20% of school time to activities that actively involve

students in decision-making processes, including student councils, participatory

budgeting, or class meetings where students can voice their opinions and help shape

school policies and practices.

• Curriculum Content: Integrate democratic education into 20% of the curriculum by

living core values such as civic education, human rights, social justice, and critical

thinking.

• Teaching Methods: Implement pedagogical approaches that promote democratic

values, including collaborative learning, project-based learning, and other methods

that encourage student autonomy, critical inquiry, and respectful dialogue.

• School Culture: Foster a school environment that models democratic principles,

creating a culture of respect, inclusion, and equity, where all members of the school

community – students, teachers, and staff – are encouraged to participate and

contribute.

• Community Involvement: Engage the broader community in the educational process,

meaning that schools could partner with local organisations, parents, and community

members to provide students with real-world democratic experiences and

opportunities for civic engagement.
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• Evaluation and Adaptation: Continuously evaluate the effectiveness of democratic

education initiatives and adapt them as needed, involving gathering feedback from

students and other stakeholders and using it to improve democratic practices within

the school.

Some of the European experiences where learner-initiated projects have been

accommodated (to flexible curricula, promoting autonomy and responsibility through

independent research projects and personalised learning plans, and allowing them to focus

on their interests and questions through self-directed learning, beyond the 20% of the

timetable) are Summerhill School (UK), Escola da Ponte (Portugal), Ørestad Gymnasium

(Denmark), Institut Beatenberg (Switzerland), Freie Schule Frankfurt (Germany),

Evangelische Schule Berlin Zentrum (Germany), Big Picture Learning Schools (the

Netherlands), and Pestalozzi School (Austria), among others.

In sum, the 20% proposal emphasises the importance of creating educational spaces

where democratic values are not only taught but also practised. By dedicating a significant

portion of the curriculum and school activities to learners’ initiatives, the proposal aims to

prepare them to become active, informed, and responsible citizens.

A case study: the Participatory School in Tehran

Since 2005, rooted in the principles of humanistic education, the Participatory School

in Tehran stands as a unique and transformative example of how a democratic, child-

centred approach can foster active participation in learning, despite the broader socio-

political challenges within the country. Despite encountering numerous challenges, this

school initiative has persevered, establishing itself as the largest independent research

effort in the field of children’s and adolescent education in Iran, operating autonomously

from the Ministry of Education for nearly two decades.

Drawing on “Humanistic Education” (Yousefi & Yousefi 2014) the Participatory School

places a particular emphasis on participation involving children, adolescents, families,

and the broader community. Participation, in this context, refers to the active involvement

of individuals in collective decision-making processes. It underscores the importance of

collaboration and dialogue among students, teachers, families, educational planners, and

the local community. Decisions within this framework are not imposed unilaterally but are

instead the result of collective deliberation facilitated through active participation. (In the

chapter on Utopias, there is more information about the Participation school in Tehran and

the closely cooperating Peace school in Toronto).

The Travelling Educator project started among the middle class in the 13 Aban region.
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It was initiated to address the need for a more inclusive approach to education. The focus

was not only on children, but also on engaging the entire community.

The 13 Aban plan aimed to create a participatory process where men, women, children,

and families could recognise their abilities, broaden their perspectives, and utilise available

resources. This approach helped individuals break free from limitations, experience

personal growth, and unlock their talents. The project’s success continues because it

empowered individuals to believe in themselves and actively participate in various areas.

For example, women now hold weekly book reading sessions in public libraries, covering

topics like psychology, education, family management, and parenting. Over time, their

interests expanded to include poetry and literature.

As the 13 Aban project integrated education into people’s lives, it sparked new

connections, revealed aspirations, and helped individuals identify skills to meet their needs.

There was an emphasis on independence for participants, ensuring sustainability. In a

region with many needs, empowering community groups and fostering their independence

is vital, contributing to the project’s longevity of over two decades.

Supported by residents, various initiatives emerged, including the Local Kitchen Women’s

Cultural Association, the Fabric Book Cooperative, and youth and fathers’ groups, sustained

by a non-governmental organisation. The Local Kitchen promoted healthy eating patterns,

providing nutritious snacks for children and encouraging plant-based foods. The Women’s

Cultural Association supported children’s education through reading sessions, training

courses, workshops, and kindergarten library support. After nearly 20 years, members saw

themselves as responsible for children’s well-being.

One of the project’s most remarkable aspects was its continuity and growth. By adopting

an open and inclusive approach to education, we learned that our work should extend

beyond children alone. The project “Make a Wish for Our Land” aimed to prepare students

for possible future migration (within or outside the country) by teaching them that life

is organised differently in other communities than in their familiar environment. It thus

facilitates later integration and participation. The project focused on fostering a sense of

belonging and increasing awareness of cultural diversity within Iran. They aimed to explore

the different ethnic groups in the country by organising trips to experience various cultures,

foods, customs, and dialects across different regions. The belief was that understanding

one’s environment would lead to greater responsibility as a citizen.

The follow-up project, Khorshid Mardom involved travelling across the country, reading

books, and exploring local capabilities and regional characteristics. Participants
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documented their experiences through video and voice recordings and shared their findings

about local foods and cultures on social media.

Rural and urban place-based community learning of young citizens

Aiming at changing the rural phenomenon of exodus to the slums of the cities, Sanjit

Bunker Roy founded the Barefoot College in Tilonia (Rajasthan) in 1972, where one could

become a “barefoot engineer,” a “barefoot doctor” or a “barefoot teacher,” meaning not to

walk in shoes into the cities but to stay “barefoot” in the villages. Because of their success,

‘Barefoot College International’ now “was founded to address the needs of the most remote

and marginalised communities around the world … by empowering rural women as agents

of change, through a variety of localised education and skills development programmes”

(Barefoot College, 2023: 14).

As these programmes address 14 of the 17 UN-SDGs, learners can integrate them in order

to experience how collaboration works with underrepresented rural communities globally.

Supporting learners “to sustainably address their most pressing challenges … including

climate change, food insecurity, gender inequality, and lack of access to education and

economic opportunity” (ibid.) as main issues, learners develop “tools (…) to redress the

balance of power and shift it back to rural and indigenous people, (…) combating climate

change, breaking gender barriers and protecting traditional ways of life” (). For instance,

some training experiences included training women of the dalit caste to repair motors

for water pumps or build sun-collecting lighters. Building knowledge and skills in the low

technology sector is attractive to young learners, as well as being useful and relevant to

their communities. Indigenous knowledge is no longer ignored but instead seen as valuable

to build on ‘ecoversity’.

The Green schools that started in Bali (Indonesia) and the 18 United World Colleges

(UWC) with learners from 120 countries who engage in environmental sustainability and

nature conservation, creating links between rural places and cities around the world. An

exemplary urban learning setting is the UWC in the divided Bosnian city of Mostar, where

8th-grade learners can choose to take their music lessons as band sessions in the Mostar

Rock School (MoRS), consolidating it as an example of community change to more

peaceful resonance impulsed by children and youth (Boban & Božić, 2023). Furthermore, the

“Education Cities” initiative defines their work as “a campus for all”. In the words of Yasuaki

Sakyo, Dean of Shibuya University (Tokyo), “when we looked down at the city from above, we

imagined how exciting it would be if Shibuya became a university. We envisioned the entire

city functioning as one university where everyone could enjoy campus life all their lives. It

definitely fired our imaginations” (2012). Permaculture concepts like the ’eatable city’ or the

‘transitional towns’ like in Sydney invite all living place members to share responsibilities

and powers for more partnerism to be experienced.
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What can be done? – Taking action when revolution seems out of
reach

As the previous section has shown, many forms of participation by children and young

people in learning and community development require fundamental changes in schools

and society. As these changes are so profound, they may feel beyond the reach of an

individual teacher or educator, often leading to a sense of inertia. The question, therefore,

arises: if systemic revolution is not on the horizon, what can be done in the here and now?

Build networks

Change often starts small, like a plant that needs a seed to grow. A starting point can

be forming networks with allies who share similar goals, for example, students, parents,

fellow teachers, school administrators, local government officials, or community members.

Together, you can amplify your efforts and push for change more effectively. Networking

with other initiatives that align with your vision will also provide opportunities to exchange

ideas, strategies, and support, allowing your efforts to align in the same direction.

Familiarise yourself with the legal framework

While it may seem tedious at first, having a solid understanding of your country’s

educational laws and policies can be a powerful tool. Knowledge of the legal framework

allows you to navigate perceived limitations. For instance, when facing resistance from

superiors or administrative bodies, you can ask for the legal basis of their objections

and consult with legal experts if necessary. This approach ensures that your actions are

grounded in law, providing you with the confidence to pursue innovative pedagogical

practices.

Take calculated risks

In some social contexts, it might be more effective not to seek permission in advance but

to act in accordance with the law and, when necessary, explain your actions retrospectively.

If your initiatives are pedagogically sound and legally defensible, you can argue that your

actions were justified within the framework of child-centred education. This approach

empowers educators to take bold steps while staying within the boundaries of what is

legally permissible. As mentioned above, ensure the safety of students and avoid online

exposure of individuals.

Conclusion

The participation of children and youth in learning and community development can take
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many forms and be influenced by varying degrees of freedom, depending on the context. As

this chapter has illustrated, participation is not a one-size-fits-all concept but a multifaceted

process that adapts to specific cultural, political, and social environments. For instance,

promoting participation under authoritarian regimes may be more challenging and even

subversive than in democratic settings. Yet, in every context, participation has the power

to disrupt established power dynamics, shift hierarchies, and redistribute influence in a

way that prioritises collective decision-making (“power with”) over top-down control (“power

over”).

Empowering children and youth requires confronting not only the structural limitations

imposed by conventional educational systems but also the deep-rooted beliefs and societal

attitudes that view children as incomplete, immature, or incapable of contributing

meaningfully. So, in any case there is a potential not to damage the “inner power” of

children and youth by adultism (Flasher, 1978) so that they can express themselves their

“power for” what they are longing for. In many schools, teachers, parents, and policymakers

still uphold hierarchical power dynamics, assuming that asymmetry between adults and

children provides protection and continuity. However, today’s complex world demands an

educational shift towards self-awareness, co-constructed learning, and shared leadership.

By rethinking how we structure learning environments and redefining the roles of children

and adults, we create spaces where young people can assert their agency and actively

shape their futures.

As this chapter has shown, participation is both a deeply personal and collective process.

It begins with the opportunity for self-expression, recognition of one’s abilities, and the

possibility to be heard and understood. Participation may be part of a more significant,

radical transformation aimed at overturning the educational status quo – such as revising

curricula, rethinking teacher training, or involving young people in political decision-making

at higher levels. It may manifest in small yet meaningful acts of everyday engagement,

such as giving children more autonomy in the classroom, allowing them to pursue projects

of their own interest, or involving them in community decisions. These acts may seem

minor, but they chip away at entrenched beliefs and gradually lay the foundation for more

significant systemic change.

The examples throughout this chapter underscore the importance of networking and

collaboration. Teachers, parents, local leaders, and community members can all serve as

facilitators of change, providing the fertile ground where participation can take root and

grow. However, the process of participation is reciprocal: it not only “takes a village to raise

a child”, but also “takes children to help develop the village”. Their contributions – cultural,

social, political, and intellectual – bring new perspectives that enrich the entire community.

Ultimately, to enable participation at all levels, it is necessary to engage in the

revolutionary act of unlearning. This means letting go of tradition-oriented narratives that

limit the potential of children and youth and embracing new, creative approaches to

education and community building. By reimagining the role of young people as active
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participants in their own learning and community development, we take an essential step

towards creating more inclusive, democratic, and participatory societies.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=653#h5p-54

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Power dynamics in education: Reflecting on the examples of democratic schools and

participatory learning models, how do traditional power dynamics in schools (teacher-

student relationships) inhibit meaningful participation? What steps can be taken to

shift these dynamics toward more equitable power-sharing?

• Cultural and contextual considerations: How does the cultural and political context of

a society influence the way participation of children and youth is approached? For

example, how might efforts to promote participation in a democratic country differ

from those in a more authoritarian regime?

• Small and large-scale participation: The chapter highlights both small acts of

everyday participation and significant, systemic reforms. In your view, what could be a

small step and a large-scale horizon in your situation?

• Unlearning hierarchical structures: The concept of “unlearning” traditional hierarchical

structures was discussed in the chapter. What are some of the challenges educators

and communities might face in “unlearning” these practices? How can they begin the

process?

• Legal frameworks and participation: The chapter emphasises the importance of

familiarising educators with legal frameworks to navigate barriers to participation.

How can knowledge of the law empower teachers, students, and communities to push

for greater participation in schools?

• Participation beyond school walls: How can participation in learning extend beyond
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the classroom to foster community development? Can you think of any local or global

examples where youth have successfully contributed to social, environmental, or

political change in their communities?
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SELF-DETERMINATION IN LEARNING
Karen Buttigieg; Zeynep Karaosman; and Ludovica Rizzo

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=447#oembed-1

Example Case

“Riverside Primary School prides itself on its long-standing teaching traditions, emphasising

discipline and good grades in the national standardised exams. Isaac is an eight-year old

student at Riverside, who is on the autism spectrum1. He is a bright and curious child, full

of potential. However, his unique abilities are not recognised or nurtured. The classroom is

1. It is worth noting that discussions around language and terminology related to disability can be complex and at times

controversial. One key aspect of this debate is the distinction between disability-first language and person-first language.

Disability-first language refers to using terminology that places the disability or condition as the primary identifier, e.g.

‘autistic boy’. Advocates of disability-first language argue that it acknowledges and embraces disability as an integral

part of a person’s identity and promotes a sense of pride and empowerment within the disabled community. On the other

hand, person-first language emphasises the individual before the disability e.g. ‘boy with autism’ or ‘boy on the autism

spectrum’, as is being used in this case study. Proponents of person-first language believe that it recognises the person

beyond their disability, emphasising their humanity and individuality. It is essential to acknowledge that preferences

regarding language and terminology can vary among individuals and communities. Some individuals and disability

advocacy groups may strongly advocate for one approach over the other, while others may have different perspectives

based on their personal experiences and cultural backgrounds. There is a growing recognition of the importance of

centering the voices and perspectives of disabled individuals themselves in shaping the language used to describe and

discuss disability. It is crucial to listen and respect their preferences and choices regarding how they wish to be referred

to, as they are the experts of their own experiences. Ultimately, the goal should be to promote inclusivity, respect, and

dignity when discussing disability-related topics. Engaging in ongoing dialogue, being receptive to diverse perspectives,

and staying informed about evolving language norms can contribute to creating an inclusive and respectful environment

for all individuals.
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filled with rows of desks, and the teacher stands at the front, while students listen passively.

For Isaac, this rigid structure poses numerous challenges, including issues with his need

for movement. The lack of opportunities for independent decision-making leaves him feeling

frustrated and disengaged. He desires to explore his unique interests, but the curriculum offers

little flexibility or choice. Isaac’s love for dinosaurs, for instance, is never acknowledged or

incorporated into his learning experience. Such frustration is often translated into behaviour

that is often labelled as problematic and disruptive.“

If you put yourself in Isaac’s shoes how does this affect the way you feel about school and

how it is preparing you for your future?

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What is self-determination in learning?

2. What are the three basic psychological needs that support self-determination in

learning?

3. How can educators promote self-determination in their students?

4. How can educators facilitate more autonomous forms of motivation at schools?

5. What are the effects of rewards, feedback and other external events on intrinsic

motivation?

6. How can we use rewards to support students` autonomy rather than undermining it?

7. Why is it important to provide our students the opportunity to make choices that

enable them to partially determine their learning path?

8. What teaching and learning methods (or strategies) are best able to nurture the

autonomy, competence and relatedness needs of a wide spectrum of human

differences?

9. How can the conditions placed within the context enhance or hinder the self-

determination process of our students? And how can they affect their well-being?
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Introduction to Topic

Wehmeyer (1992) proposed that self-determination revolves around “the attitudes and

abilities required to act as the primary causal agent in one’s life and to make choices

regarding one’s actions free from undue external influence or interference” (p. 305).

Exercising autonomy in decision-making is an important aspect of typical human

development, fostering mutual benefits for both the individual and society at large. Ryan

and Deci’s (2017) Self-Determination Theory (SDT) posits that individuals possess an

inherent inclination for personal development, the establishment of connections within

their communities, making meaningful contributions to these communities, as well as

overcoming obstacles within their surroundings.

Self-determination in learning regards learning as a personal journey for each individual.

It recognises the learner as an active participant in their own learning process, driven by

intrinsic motivation to actively engage in the learning experience. When self-determination

is present, learners have the autonomy and capability to make choices regarding their

learning and set their own learning objectives. They take initiative in acquiring the new

knowledge and skills necessary to achieve their goals, and they possess the ability to self-

assess their progress in relation to their set objectives.

In essence, self-determination in learning entails an individual’s capacity to control and

regulate their own learning process. This involves taking ownership of their learning goals,

making informed decisions about learning strategies, and persevering in the face of

challenges that may arise along the way. By embracing self-determination, learners become

active agents in their own educational journeys, empowering themselves to shape their

learning experiences and ultimately achieve their desired outcomes.

According to SDT, there are three basic psychological needs that support self-

determination in learning and facilitate growth and include; autonomy, competence, and

relatedness. These needs are termed basic because they are universal to human nature and

transcend all cultures, age groups, and abilities.

The Three Basic Psychological Needs for Self-Determination

The need for autonomy

Autonomy as defined in SDT refers to voluntary behaviours, and the need for control

and choice in the actions and decisions that individuals take in their lives, including the

ability to take direct action in one’s learning process (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Of the three

basic psychological needs, the concept of autonomy is often the one that is most easily

misinterpreted. It is important to clarify that autonomy does not imply a need to act

independently and not rely on others for assistance or guidance. On the contrary, it

emphasises the ability to willingly and autonomously seek help from others and engage in

collaborative efforts (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
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It is also important to acknowledge that being autonomous does not imply an absence

of demands or rules. Rather, autonomy involves adhering to rules when they are personally

endorsed and congruent with one’s values and beliefs (Deci & Ryan, 2000). For example, in

the context of physical education classes, students willingly wear training shoes because

they understand the meaningful explanation behind the requirement – training shoes help

to prevent injuries during sports activities.

Lastly, SDT argues that simply removing external constraints does not automatically

grant individuals autonomy. In classroom settings, merely eliminating constraints without

providing students with meaningful goals or missions would result in chaos. Therefore,

being autonomous in SDT is about the legitimacy of the rules and the restraints as well as

the internalisation of the values involved.

The need for competence

Competence refers to the need for mastery and achievement in learning tasks (Ryan &

Deci, 2017). Humans are driven by a fundamental psychological need to seek effectiveness

and capability in the activities that they are engaged in. However, the level of challenge

presented by tasks plays a crucial role in determining one’s sense of competence. When

tasks are overly challenging, to the point where the student feels a sense of failure right

from the beginning, their perception of competence decreases (Deci & Ryan, 2000). On

the other hand, students can be disinclined to complete a task if this is too easy or lacks

sufficient challenge.

SDT emphasises that competence is not just about achieving a desired outcome but also

about experiencing growth and progress. Therefore, the feeling of competence is enhanced

when the tasks are optimally challenging for students and match their existing skills (Ryan

& Deci, 2017).

The need for relatedness

Relatedness refers to the need for social connectedness and support from others (Ryan

& Deci, 2017). It refers to the deep-seated desire to establish meaningful connections and

relationships with others. Humans thrive on a sense of belonging, a sense of being part of

something bigger, of a community. One aspect of relatedness stems from the experience

of being cared for and supported by others (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In the educational context,

when students perceive genuine care and concern from their teachers about their well-

being and academic progress, it fosters a sense of connection and trust. Such nurturing

environments make students feel valued and appreciated, leading to enhanced motivation

and engagement in their learning journey (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Thus, teachers who

demonstrate empathy, understanding, and responsiveness to their students’ needs create a

conducive atmosphere where relatedness flourishes.

Relatedness is also fostered through opportunities for students to contribute and

634 | SELF-DETERMINATION IN LEARNING



collaborate within a group setting. Actively engaging in group tasks allows students to

benefit from the diverse perspectives and expertise of their peers, and gain mutual support,

promoting a sense of shared goals and cooperation. It is important to emphasise that

relatedness is not solely limited to students. The extent to which teachers experience

a sense of relatedness themselves is dependent upon the quality of relationships they

cultivate with their students (Klassen et al., 2012).

Key aspects

The importance of self-determination in learning

Self-determination in learning is important for all students as it empowers them to take

greater responsibility and control over their educational journey, leading to increased

engagement and motivation. When students are actively involved in shaping their learning

experiences, they invest more effort and persist more in the face of obstacles. The skills

that they develop such as goal setting, problem-solving and decision making, enable

students to be more independent and active in their learning (Agran et al., 2008). A number

of studies in this field have highlighted various positive outcomes of fostering self-

determination in learning such as enhanced self-esteem (Deci et al., 1981), improved

student well-being (Cheon et al., 2014) and better academic performance (Van Lange et al.,

2012).

In educational contexts with standardised curricula and high-stakes exams, teachers

often perceive efforts to cultivate self-determination as a waste of time (Parrish et al.,

2024). However, investing time in promoting students’ autonomy pays off significantly. It

leads to students setting more ambitious goals, demonstrating perseverance in the face

of challenges, and acquiring essential self-regulation skills like time management. This

increased self-directedness and autonomy in learning, results in a deeper understanding of

the content, as learners start connecting new knowledge that they are acquiring at school

with their prior experiences (Garrison, 1997). Thus, there is a shift in responsibility from the

teacher to the learner, with regard to learning, where the teacher becomes more of a mentor

who can support and guide the learner to improve academic performance.

Regrettably, individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities often encounter

limited opportunities for exercising personal choice and decision-making and may have

limited control over the circumstances that significantly impact their day-to-day existence

(Cottini, 2016; Wehmeyer, 1996). Nevertheless, various studies provide evidence of the

importance of self-determination skills for such individuals. Such studies include, but are

not limited to the following:

• When students with autism are provided with opportunities for choice-making,

problem behaviours are reduced whilst adaptive behaviours increase (Reinhartsen et
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al., 2002).

• Teaching a self-regulated problem-solving process to students with severe disabilities

enables them to achieve various educationally relevant goals (Palmer et al., 2004).

• Students with learning disabilities but high self-determination were twice as likely to

be employed than those with low self-determination (Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997).

• Students with cognitive disabilities and high self-determination were significantly

more likely to live independently (Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003).

• Providing choice opportunities as an intervention to reduce problem behaviour in

students, resulted in significant reductions in such behaviour (Shogren et al., 2004).

Additionally, there is a positive correlation between self-determination and IQ, but IQ is not a

predictive factor of the level of self-determination that a student can reach, particularly for

students with disabilities (Wehmeyer & Garner, 2003).

Teaching which promotes self-determination can also benefit teachers. Educators who

engage in workshops specifically designed to enhance their skills in promoting autonomy

support (compared to teachers in a control group) not only demonstrate a higher level

of autonomy-supportive teaching, but also report a greater sense of satisfaction in their

teaching, a stronger passion for teaching, increased teaching efficacy, and reduced

emotional and physical exhaustion after teaching (Cheon et al., 2014). This reinforces

how teachers can experience significant professional advantages by embracing self-

determination in learning.

Motivation in Self-Determination Theory

SDT defines motivation as the driving force behind human actions and the reasons why a

person engages in specific behaviours. It also suggests that motivation can take different

forms, depending on the level of self-determination involved (Deci & Ryan 2008). One of

these forms is intrinsic motivation which arises from a genuine interest, or alignment

with one’s internal values. Conversely, extrinsic motivation represents a different type of

motivation, one driven by external forces such as rewards and punishments.

When individuals with authentic or intrinsic motivation (self-authored or endorsed) are

compared to those who are merely externally controlled, the former typically display more

interest, excitement, and confidence. These qualities in turn manifest both as enhanced

performance, persistence, and creativity (Deci & Ryan, 1991; Sheldon, Ryan, Rawsthorne

& Ilardi, 1997), as well as heightened vitality (Nix, Ryan, Manly & Deci, 1999), self-esteem

(Deci & Ryan, 1995), and overall well-being (Ryan, Deci & Grolnick, 1995). Remarkably, these

positive effects persist even when individuals have the same level of perceived competence

or self-efficacy for the particular activity (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

In SDT, intrinsic motivation represents the most self-determined form of motivation.

When an activity is intrinsically motivating, students engage in it willingly, driven by genuine
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interest and enjoyment, rather than engaging to receive some external reward or avoid

punishment. While intrinsic and extrinsic motivation might seem diametrically opposed,

there is another important distinction within these types of motivation. SDT differentiates,

therefore, between autonomous and controlled motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2008).

Autonomous motivation stems from internal sources and can be subdivided into

identified, integrated and intrinsic motivation. In this case, individuals are driven by a sense

of personal relevance or integration of the activity with their core values and identity. On

the other hand, controlled motivation, which can be subdivided into external and introjected

motivation, is derived from feelings of pressure either from within oneself or the external

environment. In controlled motivation, individuals engage in actions not because they

genuinely want to, but because they feel obliged or coerced.

Figure 1: Autonomous vs. Controlled

Source: Adapted from Self-Determination Continuum by Ryan & Deci (2000)

Figure 1 illustrates the taxonomy of different forms of motivation in SDT. Ryan and Deci

(2008) created the Self-Determination Continuum by dividing motivation into six categories

of regulatory styles – from the least motivational to the most motivational. At the far left

of the self-determination continuum is A-motivation which means not having the intention
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to act. According to SDT, a-motivation results from not valuing an activity (Ryan, 1995), not

feeling competent to do it (Bandura, 1986), or not expecting it to yield a desired outcome

(Seligman, 1975). In a learning environment, therefore, we can assume that our students

would be a-motivated to engage in an activity or a task when they are not convinced of the

outcome of the activity/task or when it is too hard for them to achieve it.

Extrinsic motivation, on the other hand, covers the continuum between a-motivation and

intrinsic motivation, varying in autonomous level. External regulation refers to the least

autonomous form of extrinsic motivation and includes behaviours performed to meet

and satisfy an external demand. A typical example would be a student who does their

homework regularly to avoid punishment or studies hard to get good grades to get rewarded

by their parents. Although the behaviour is intentional, it is still controlled and regulated by

an external source. A second type of extrinsic motivation is introjected regulation which

refers to taking in the cause of the action but not fully accepting it. This involves behaviours

that are performed to avoid guilt and anxiety or to get recognition from others and maintain

feelings of worth. A student who spends lots of time working on their classroom

presentation in order to feel more respected, or avoid the risk of being laughed at by their

classmates, could be an example of introjected motivation. Although it includes relative

self-control and it is internally driven, introjected regulation is still considered as controlled

by external sources and therefore is not autonomous. Thus, in some studies, external

regulation (being interpersonally controlled) and introjected regulation (being

intrapersonally controlled) have been combined to form a controlled motivation composite

(e.g., Williams, Grow, Freedman, Ryan & Deci, 1996) (as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Identified regulation refers to the more autonomous and less controlling form of extrinsic

motivation. Identification means when the person performs a behaviour because they

consciously and personally value the goal of the action rather than doing it because they

feel obliged to. For instance, a student studies hard for the SAT exam because gaining

access to college is important to this student. In this example, gaining access to college

is a personal and self-selected goal and is therefore relatively autonomous although the

behaviour is extrinsically motivated. Alternatively, this differs to the student believing that

their parents would be disappointed by not getting into a college (i.e., introjected regulation)

or as a personal choice if their parents were pressuring them (i.e., external regulation). The

most autonomous form of extrinsic motivation is integrated regulation, which refers to the

congruence of behaviour with one’s own values and needs. In other words, it is a form of

motivation when a person has fully embraced the reason for action after examining the

cause and necessity of it. While the behaviour is not performed because it is interesting or

fun, integrated regulation is valued and experienced as autonomously motivating.

Lastly, at the far right of the continuum, intrinsic motivation is the act of doing something

out of interest and is therefore considered to be highly autonomous. In some studies,

identified, integrated, and intrinsic forms of regulation have been combined to form an

autonomous motivation composite (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
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Ryan and Connell (1989) tested the formulation that these different types of motivation,

with their distinct properties, lie along a continuum of relative autonomy. They investigated

achievement behaviours among school children and found that external, introjected,

identified, and intrinsic regulatory styles were intercorrelated according to a quasi-simplex

pattern, thus providing evidence for an underlying continuum. Furthermore, differences in

the type of extrinsic motivation were associated with different experiences and outcomes.

For example, the more students were externally regulated, the less they showed interest,

value, and effort towards achievement and the more they tended to disown responsibility

for negative outcomes, by blaming others such as the teacher. Introjected regulation was

positively related to expending more effort, but it was also related to feeling more anxiety

and coping more poorly with failures. In contrast, identified regulation was associated with

more interest and enjoyment of school and with more positive coping styles, as well as with

expending more effort (as cited in Ryan & Deci, 2000).

The attitudes and skills needed for self-determination in learning

Mithaug and colleagues (1998) describe self-determination as a set of abilities that

empower individuals to:

• know and express their interests, needs and abilities;

• set their own expectations and goals in order to meet these interests and needs;

• make choices, decisions and plans;

• act to realise their projects;

• evaluate the consequences of their actions;

• modify their actions and plans in order to achieve their desired goals.

The cultivation of self-determined behaviour relies on personal skills – such as the capacity

to make informed choices, set goals, and self-monitor one’s actions. Additionally, the

environment plays a crucial role in facilitating the implementation of these behaviours

(Cottini, 2016). Therefore, a lack of self-determination may result from inadequate

capacities to perform self-determination skills, either from inappropriate opportunities to

develop, acquire or employ these skills, or both (Mithaug et al. 1998). This implies the need

to address the causes of low levels of self-determination, attaining to define appropriate

interventions to improve them. Taking this into account, the development of skills and

attitudes for self-determination begins before children enter the school system and

continues into adulthood (Sands & Doll, 1996), and it is essential to foster and enhance this

process by creating a supportive school context.

To nurture self-determination, schools must devote attention and effort to the

development of intrapersonal, metacognitive and social skills among students. By doing

so, students can gain a deep mastery of these skills, ensuring that they have the tools to

shape their own paths successfully. This investment in students’ self-determination skills
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will empower them to make meaningful choices, set purposeful goals and take charge of

their own educational journey, and ultimately, their lives beyond the classroom.

Intrapersonal Skills

Intrapersonal skills play an important role in fostering and enhancing the self-determination

of every student. In order to make informed and responsible decisions, and to navigate a

self-directed learning journey, it is essential to develop a deeper understanding of oneself.

This understanding encompasses knowing your true aspirations, identifying meaningful

goals, recognising the strategies and resources at your disposal, and mastering the art of

using them effectively. Self-awareness and self-management become the compass that

guides students in building a harmonious relationship with the environment, and in turn,

unlocks the full potential within each individual (Rose, 2016).

Accepting and valuing the self

Accepting and valuing the self is one of the basic components that provide a foundation

for acting in a self-determined way. It involves acquiring awareness of one’s internal states,

preferences and resources, and recognising their value on a personal and community level.

It is not limited to “I see myself and I like what I see”, but also encompasses the feeling

of possessing a “unique worth”. Students’ experiences in school have a strong impact on

the image they possess of themselves, and the significance they attach to different aspects

of themselves. Effective methods to foster self-acceptance may include discussing with

pupils the meaning of the term, providing examples of how self-accepting self-talk can be

applied in difficult situations, and designing activities that enable students to become more

aware and appreciative of their own positive qualities (Bernard et al., 2013).

Awareness of personal learning strengths, weaknesses, preferences and needs

Evaluation of the self is another important competence that enables self-directed learning

(Patterson et al., 2002). Students who develop self-awareness recognise their strengths and

weaknesses, and use this understanding to effectively shape and direct their own learning

journey, making informed choices. Students acquire this knowledge by interacting with the

school environment (Jonassen and Land, 2012), therefore it is essential to provide them

with the opportunity to discover different aspects of themselves, to explore several ways of

learning and fields of interest, and to develop the ability to proactively act accordingly. It is

essential to enable them to communicate their preferences and prioritise their needs, whilst

also evaluating their current status in relation to learning goals.

Knowing options, supports and expectations

Individuals differ in the extent to which they act according to personal beliefs, values,
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interests and abilities (McClelland, 1985). The degree to which learners act in behaviours

that align with the perceived self depends on several factors. In addition to acquiring

self-awareness, it is necessary to develop the abilities to read the context and identify

available choices and opportunities for personal growth, as well as difficulties that may

be encountered and sources from which one may seek support in times of uncertainty

(Snowden, 2002).

Teachers, in addition to peers, play an important role in fostering resilience, supporting

students on social and emotional issues for learning, helping them proactively manage the

discomfort inherent in risky tasks, being reflective and moving forward in self-determined

learning.

Knowing what is important on a personal level

Since self-determination is also defined as the process through which individuals manage

and direct their lives towards meaningful goals for their existence, being aware of what is

important on a personal level is one of the preliminary steps that enable them to pursue

these goals (Deci & Ryan, 2012). This knowledge derives from an acquired deep awareness

of one’s potential, resources and aspirations – ascribed to a personal level – and from

an analysis of the interaction with contextual factors, which can decline further paths of

development based on how they hinder or facilitate the pursuing of the person’s intentions

and needs.

Risk-taking

Being willing to take risks plays an essential role in theories of motivation, and is a

fundamental competence for actualising the process of self-determination. Risk-taking can

be defined as engaging in adaptive learning behaviours (sharing tentative ideas, asking

questions, trying to do and learn new things) that put the learner at risk of making mistakes

or appearing less competent than others (Beghetto, 2009). Learning, like other areas of

life, involves uncertainty and, therefore, a degree of risk (Byrnes, 1998). Students are often

reluctant to jump into the learning process because they fear failure, a bad grade, negative

teacher judgement, or devaluation by peers.

In a school system based on the one-size-fits-all approach, students generally tend to

converge on one right way to complete a task or master a skill, thereby reducing overall

achievement (Magableh & Abdullah, 2020). However, taking risks and accepting challenges,

especially when these arise from personal inclinations and aspirations, motivates the

student to not only engage more in the learning process, but also to perform better. A

continuous recalibration of learning goals is necessary to overcome any knowledge gaps,

acquire new thinking tools, define what is important to the individual, and develop

metacognitive skills that will also serve well to self-direct one’s own education (Bembenutty

et al., 2013).
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Persistence

One of the competencies closely related to self-determination is perseverance, defined as

the ability to maintain commitment to a goal despite challenges. This skill represents a

fundamental component in the development of adequate resources aimed at ensuring the

achievement of long-term educational and formative goals.

Like resilience, perseverance depends on both internal and external resources and

emerges through a dynamic interaction between the individual and their environment

(Malaguti, 2016; Swanson et al., 2013). Consequently, analysing environmental contexts

is crucial to identifying and addressing factors that can either foster or hinder the

development of this skill. This reflection is particularly significant within the framework of

self-determination. Contexts that satisfy the three basic psychological needs proposed by

the Self-Determination Theory (SDT) — autonomy, competence, and relatedness — exert a

substantial positive influence on perseverance (Vansteenkiste et al., 2004).

The pursuit of intrinsic rather than extrinsic goals in learning facilitates a deeper

understanding of content, stronger concept acquisition, and greater long-term persistence

(Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). Conversely, the introduction of rewards for activities that are

already intrinsically motivating, such as the use of controlling language, or the presence

of external factors such as rigid deadlines or surveillance, can undermine the need for

autonomy, leading to reduced persistence and enjoyment of the activity (Vansteenkiste et

al., 2006).

Self-determination and perseverance are deeply interconnected. When students are

empowered to act in alignment with their authentic selves, pursue their own interests,

values, and goals, and feel competent, they are more likely to overcome academic

challenges and exhibit greater perseverance in achieving their objectives.

Emotional control

Emotional control and self-determination are also closely interconnected. Firstly, emotional

control represents an essential metacognitive skill that plays a crucial role in the self-

determination process. The ability to manage one’s emotions and regulate behavior allows

students to effectively channel the available resources towards achieving their set goals.

In parallel, self-determination enables an autonomous path of emotional self-regulation,

particularly when individuals freely choose goals that align with their personal values.

Unlike controlled situations, this approach enhances positive outcomes, including personal

growth, the fulfillment of psychological needs, well-being, healthy relationships, and

prosocial behaviours (Benita, 2020). Moreover, providing students with opportunities for

choice enhances dopamine release, which not only encourages positive emotional

responses but also boosts focus, memory, and motivation (Sousa, 2010).
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Planning and metacognition

One crucial aspect of self-determination is effective planning and metacognition, which

involves setting educational goals based on personal interests, abilities, and needs, as well

as effectively monitoring progress. This section explores the key abilities and skills needed

for successful planning and metacognition in the pursuit of self-determination.

Setting and modifying educational goals

To begin the process of setting educational goals, individuals need to embark on a two-step

journey. Firstly, it is essential to engage in self-reflection, recognising personal interests,

passions, strengths and talents as outlined in the previous section. This self-reflection

helps in identifying specific educational needs and areas for growth (Travers, et al., 2015).

Secondly, armed with this self-awareness, individuals can translate their interests, abilities,

and needs into concrete and achievable educational goals. These goals should be

measurable, realistic, and aligned with long-term aspirations. By following this process,

individuals can effectively set educational goals that are meaningful and conducive to their

personal development. Moreover, individuals need to eventually be able to demonstrate

dedication and ownership towards their chosen educational goals, understanding the

importance of personal investment in goal attainment. Cultivating a sense of responsibility

for one’s own learning journey further empowers individuals to take control of their

education and shape their own educational path (Baxter, 2007).

Flexibility in goal setting is also an important aspect of self-determination. Individuals

must recognise that goals need to be reassessed as circumstances change. Personal

growth, shifting interests and unforeseen challenges may necessitate the modification

or refinement of goals to align with the new reality. Seeking feedback from mentors or

educators can provide valuable guidance in the process of goal modification, ensuring that

adjustments are made in a strategic and informed manner. Embracing flexibility in goal

setting, allows individuals to adapt to evolving circumstances and maintain relevance in

their pursuits (Wrosch, et al., 2003).

Breaking down goals into small steps, tracking progress and modifying action plans

Breaking down goals into manageable small steps is a fundamental strategy for achieving

self-determination. This approach helps individuals avoid feeling overwhelmed and enables

them to maintain focus on making consistent progress. Prioritising tasks and setting

timelines for completion further aids in effective goal management. Utilising tools such as

to-do lists, planners, or digital apps provides a structured approach to organise and track

progress, fostering a sense of accomplishment and motivation throughout the journey.

Engaging in self-reflection, self-assessment and tracking progress are important for

pursuing self-determination as it allows for identification of areas for improvement and
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the necessary adjustments to strategies and actions (Loman, et al., 2010). Additionally,

celebrating achievements along the way serves as positive reinforcement, fuelling

motivation to continue striving towards set goals (Geller, 2016). Identifying areas for further

growth empowers individuals to set new goals and continuously challenge themselves.

Proactively revising action plans in response to unexpected deviations ensures that

learners maintain focus, stay motivated, and confidently navigate through challenges,

ultimately propelling them closer to their goals and fostering self-determination.

Active participation in decision-making and accessing resources and support

Active involvement in decision-making related to educational goals and advocating for

personal preferences and needs is a fundamental aspect of self-determination (Deci &

Ryan, 2012). Identifying and accessing resources such as textbooks and online materials

to enhance the learning experience is equally crucial for fostering self-determination.

Moreover, seeking guidance and support from teachers, mentors, family members or peers

becomes essential when facing important decisions or challenges. Developing effective

communication skills plays a vital role in expressing needs and seeking assistance

effectively. By actively engaging with resources and seeking support, individuals can

maximise their opportunities for learning, growth and success (Barron, 2006).

Knowledge and adaptation of learning strategies

Possessing knowledge of various learning strategies not only enhances understanding and

retention of information, but is also a key driver of self-determination. This is due to the

ability to make use of different strategies based on the specific task at hand and allows

individuals to optimise their approach for better learning outcomes (Schmeck, 2013).

Reflecting on the effectiveness of these strategies and being open to making adjustments

when necessary fosters continuous improvement and skill development. By possessing

a repertoire of learning strategies and actively evaluating their efficacy, individuals can

become more efficient and effective learners (Hattie & Donoghue, 2016).

Willingness to attempt challenging tasks

The willingness to attempt challenging tasks involves embracing a growth mindset by

recognising that taking on difficult tasks can lead to personal and skill development (Dweck,

et al., 2014). Such a mindset allows the learner to adopt a positive attitude towards learning

and overcome the fear of failure. By stepping out of their comfort zones and pushing their

boundaries, individuals cultivate resilience, perseverance, and a sense of achievement. This

willingness to embrace challenges ultimately empowers them to expand their capabilities

and enhance their self-determination (Ryan & Niemiec, 2009).
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Interpersonal skills

Interpersonal skills are ways of interacting with others which make it easier to

communicate effectively, both verbally and non-verbally. Interpersonal skills are essential

for self-determination. They help learners cooperate and work with other learners while

engaging in goal-directed and autonomous behaviour (McCornack, 2019). These skills

include but are not limited to:

• Establishing and maintaining relationships with others involves building connections

with peers, teachers, and others in the learning environment. It requires effective

communication, active listening, empathy, and understanding of different

perspectives.

• Seeking or offering support and help when necessary involves recognising when

assistance is needed and being willing to seek or offer help. It fosters a culture of

support and collaboration.

• Conveying information and expressing oneself clearly and effectively involves

communicating thoughts, ideas, and information clearly and concisely by using

appropriate language, tone, and non-verbal cues.

• Working collaboratively with other learners toward a common goal involves effectively

working as part of a team, contributing ideas, listening to others, and collaborating

towards a shared objective.

• Being able to negotiate to reach an agreement or compromise with others involves

engaging in constructive dialogue and negotiation to find common ground and reach

agreements or compromises.

• Actively listening to others and understanding their perspectives involves giving full

attention to others, focusing on understanding their message, and demonstrating

empathy.

• Resolving conflicts constructively involves addressing conflicts or disagreements in

a positive and constructive manner. It includes active listening, empathy, and finding

mutually agreeable solutions.

• Identifying social cues (both verbal and nonverbal) to understand how others feel

involves recognising and interpreting social cues to understand others’ emotions. It

requires empathy and sensitivity.

• Demonstrating empathy and compassion involves understanding and sharing the

feelings of others, and showing care and support.

Promotion of self-determination in learning in the classroom

Teachers, as the primary adults who interact with learners in school settings, play a

significant role in fostering self-determined motivation. Teachers who support autonomy
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can foster self-determined motivation in their students (Reeve, 2006). This conclusion

has been reached across various educational levels, including primary school (Ryan &

Grolnick, 1986), high school (Trouilloud et al., 2006), and university (Williams & Deci, 1996).

This equally applies to students with severe behavioural problems (Savard et al., 2013).

Regardless of the level of education or the difficulties students encounter, teachers

adopting an autonomy-supportive teaching style significantly contribute to cultivating

greater self-determined motivation in their students. Furthermore, these benefits appear

to be consistent across cultures, as similar findings have been observed in non-Western

cultures such as Russia (Chirkov & Ryan, 2001) and China (Hardré et al., 2006).

Educators can promote self-determination in their students by fostering an environment

that supports autonomy, competence, and relatedness. This can be achieved through

various strategies as will be shown in the following subsections. These include, but are

not limited to, offering choices and flexibility in learning tasks, providing opportunities

for students to engage in self-reflection and goal-setting, and creating a supportive and

collaborative learning community. Additionally, educators can also provide feedback and

praise that supports students’ sense of competence and progress towards their learning

goals. All of this requires the provision of space and time for the teacher to engage in

continuous self-reflection.

Wehmeyer et al. (2012) provided evidence that using the Self-Determined Learning Model

of Instruction over two years significantly improved the self-determination of high school

students with cognitive disabilities when compared to a one-year intervention. This

highlights the importance of more sustained efforts to promote self-determination as

opposed to time-limited interventions.

Autonomy

Autonomy refers to the need to feel that one is acting out of a sense of volition and self-

endorsement (Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013). As we have discussed above, autonomy in SDT

does not mean that there are no rules, constraints or requirements for students in their

learning environment. Chaos will be inevitable in such a classroom setting where all the

constraints and rules are taken away. Students need legitimate commands and restraints

that they can internalise. Involving our students in the process and allowing them to take

ownership of their learning environment can be a way to create a set of rules that students

will autonomously and willingly follow.

SDT argues that the way teachers engage with their students (autonomy-supportive

vs. controlling) is one of the most decisive factors affecting the classroom climate. In

classrooms, where autonomy is supported, teachers provide students with opportunities,

choices and options to encourage them to take initiative and responsibility for directing

aspects of their own learning. It is important to underline that these opportunities should

align with, and be relevant to, students´ needs, interests and assignments. On the other
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hand, controlling teachers tend to monopolise learning materials, and pressure students to

think and behave in a particular way without considering the needs of the students (Deci,

Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991).

Table 1:Teacher Behaviours Shown Empirically to Be Autonomy-Supportive, and Those

Shown to Be Controlling

Teacher behaviors that promote
autonomous motivation Teacher behaviors that promote controlled motivation

• Listening to students
• Making time for students’

independent work
• Giving students an

opportunity to talk
• Acknowledging signs of

improvement and mastery
• Encouraging students’

effort
• Offering progress-enabling

hints when students seem
stuck

• Being responsive to
students’ comments and

questions
• Acknowledging students’

experiences and
perspectives

• Monopolizing the learning materials
• Providing students too little time to work independently on

solving problems
• Telling students answers without giving them an opportunity

to formulate them
• Making demands and directives

• Using controlling words such as should and have to Using
directed questions as a way of controlling the flow of

conversation

Source: Based on: Reeve, J., & Jang, H. (2006) Self Determination Theory, Basic

Psychological Needs, in Motivation, Development, and Wellness (Ryan & Deci, 2017)

According to SDT, students with disabilities have the same basic psychological needs

(autonomy, competence, relatedness) as all other students. Therefore, teacher involvement

in learning or behaviour change, although it might be well intended, must respect and foster

students’ autonomy. Focusing merely on the outcome and putting on more pressure can

be especially strong when it comes to students with disabilities. This can lead to a risk of

disengagement. Instead, promoting autonomy and self-determination rather than training

and management based on external control, ultimately brings more adaptive developmental

outcomes.

It is also important to mention that when teachers are autonomy-supportive, they

understand students’ needs and perspectives. In this way, teachers can realise when their

students need relational and competence support. Therefore, autonomy-supportive

teachers typically support the other two basic psychological needs.

Providing choice

To effectively instil choice-making skills, it is necessary to integrate systematic and
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structured opportunities for students to select options that align with their individual

preferences in their daily routines (Lohrmann-O’Rourke & Gomez, 2001).

Lohrmann-O’Rourke and Browder (1998) provided recommendations for conducting

preference assessments for students with disabilities, which include the following

elements:

• Offering repeated opportunities for students to make choices.

• Conducting trial assessments in the actual environment where the choices are

available, combined with careful observation of the students.

• Administering repeated assessments over multiple days to gauge consistency in

preferences.

• Periodically assessing preferences over time to capture any potential changes.

• Presenting choice stimuli in a format that students can easily understand, such as

using pictures or actual items.

• Allowing students to directly select their choices by touching, picking up, or pointing to

the desired option.

• Presenting choices in a paired format, limiting the options available for selection.

In their article on choice-making, Shevin and Klein (1984) emphasised the importance of

integrating choice-making opportunities throughout the school day. They identified five key

factors for maintaining a balance between student choice and professional responsibility:

1. Integrating student choices as an initial step in the instructional process.

2. Increasing the number of decisions the student can make within a given activity.

3. Expanding the range of domains in which students can make decisions.

4. Increasing the significance of the choices made by students in terms of risk and long-

term consequences.

5. Maintaining clear communication with students about areas where choices can be

made and the boundaries within which those choices can be exercised.

According to Kohn (1993), schools have the potential to offer students meaningful choices

in academic areas, such as involving them in decisions regarding what, how, and why they

learn. Although offering students choices in learning demands additional commitment and

effort from teachers, it is justifiable to do so, such as allowing students to work individually,

in small groups, or as a whole class, and providing alternatives for seating arrangements

during their work (Kohn, 1993).

Using appropriate language and demonstrating patience

The language used to promote autonomous choice-making should be informative, non-
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pressuring, and supportive. Threats, rewards, or punishment should not be used to motivate

self-determining behaviour.

Demonstrating patience is a vital aspect of fostering student autonomy. It involves

maintaining a calm demeanour while waiting for students’ input, initiative, and willingness

to participate in learning activities. Patience allows students the necessary time and

freedom to overcome any initial barriers, explore and manipulate learning materials, ask

questions, retrieve information, set goals, evaluate feedback, formulate and test

hypotheses, monitor and revise their work, recognise the need to start afresh, adjust

problem-solving strategies, revise their thinking, monitor progress, pursue their own

direction, reflect on their learning and progress, and work at their own pace and natural

rhythm (Reeve, 2016).

It is understandable why teachers may find it challenging to maintain patience due

to factors such as time limitations and high-stakes testing. However, the importance of

patience from a motivational standpoint stems from a genuine appreciation for student

autonomy and an acknowledgement that cognitive engagement and learning processes

require time to unfold effectively.

Providing rationales for tasks

Engaging students in a dialogue about the purpose of their learning and the rationales

behind certain tasks is often overlooked when implementing choice in the classroom.

Simply telling students that they must learn something for their own benefit or for reasons

centred around the teacher is likely to restrict student self-determination. According to Deci

and Chandler (1986), offering learners a rationale for their activities enhances motivation

and engagement.

Responding to students’ needs and interests

It may seem evident, but it is often observed that teachers deliver the curriculum content

in a way that lacks stimulation and thus fails to nurture children’s innate curiosity. This

includes an overreliance on rote learning instead of engaging in enriching educational

tasks. Consequently, teachers are encouraged to design educational activities that are

authentic and meaningful to children, fostering their natural desire to learn. It thus becomes

important to inquire more about students’ interests and preferences.

Considering the students’ perspective is crucial for self-determination in learning. By

engaging in perspective-taking, teachers develop increased empathy and a deeper

understanding of students’ motivational strengths, leading to classroom environments

where students’ internal motivations guide their engagement. When lesson planning

overlooks students’ perspectives, educational outcomes become less optimal.

Teachers can start lessons with a conversation that fosters perspective-taking,

demonstrating openness and a genuine willingness to invite, seek, and incorporate
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students’ input and suggestions into the lesson plan and its execution. Naturally, the

teacher’s responsiveness to students’ input and suggestions is crucial. Therefore, the

teacher should be prepared to integrate their ideas, provided they align with the learning

objectives.

Fostering curiosity and intrinsic motivation

Curiosity emerges when students encounter an unexpected gap in their knowledge (Silvia,

2008). It is fulfilled when students engage in exploratory behaviour to acquire the necessary

information to bridge that knowledge gap. This process of exploration, often referred to

as engagement, leads to knowledge expansion, learning, and increased expertise. In the

classroom, teachers can nurture students’ curiosity through various approaches, such as

posing thought-provoking questions, creating suspense regarding upcoming content

(Abuhamdeh et al., 2015), and encouraging students to explore new activities (Proyer et

al., 2013). In addition, teachers can foster students’ intrinsic motivation by presenting

the learning activity as a chance for personal growth, skill enhancement, building closer

relationships with others, or making constructive contributions to their community

(Vansteenkiste et al., 2006).

Dealing with barriers and negative emotions

It is important for teachers to be attentive when they sense something is amiss with a

student, keeping an eye out for the various internal and external barriers to motivation.

When negative feelings arise, they should be acknowledged, and when the right moment

arises, teachers should enquire about the student’s experiences in a supportive and non-

judgmental manner so that the student does not feel defensive. By actively listening,

teachers can gain a deep understanding of the challenges the student may be facing and

more effective collaboration.

While the significance of learning and organisational skills is widely recognised, teachers

often overlook the potential impact of emotion-management skills. Failures, particularly

those perceived as unjust, often trigger intense emotions such as anger, envy, sadness,

or anxiety. In their attempt to cope with these emotions, students may employ strategies

that provide temporary relief but are detrimental in the long run, such as devaluing the

importance of the subject they failed in, denying the failure and its implications, unjustly

blaming others for their failure, or disregard helpful feedback from teachers (Skinner &

Wellborn, 1997).

In such situations, teachers can help students develop more constructive coping

strategies by drawing from cognitive-behavioural approaches like acceptance and

commitment and mindfulness training (Greenberg & Harris, 2012). These approaches can

help students cultivate resilience, acceptance of failure, and a mindful awareness of their

emotions, leading to healthier and more productive responses to setbacks.
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Addressing negative emotions in the classroom, especially anger and resentment, can

be a challenging task. However, teachers who recognise and validate students’ negative

emotions have a better chance of diffusing them (Reeve, 2016). This approach not only

helps in achieving the immediate goal of alleviating negative emotions but also contributes

to the long-term goal of establishing a stronger connection with students.

Competence

Providing appropriately challenging activities and ongoing scaffolding

Teachers can enhance students’ need for competence by presenting them with appropriate

challenges to pursue within a supportive and accepting environment that allows for

mistakes and failures (Keller & Bless, 2008).

Scaffolding, which refers to the support and guidance provided by teachers to help

students in the learning process, is also powerful. Through clear and explicit instructions,

modelling desired behaviours and skills, and gradually reducing support, teachers enable

students to gain competence and confidence in independent learning. This gradual release

of responsibility fosters a sense of mastery and self-efficacy.

Providing informative feedback

To further promote students’ sense of competence and autonomous motivation, it is

essential to provide them with frequent informational feedback as they work towards their

objectives. According to Hattie and Timperley (2007), the primary objective of feedback

is to minimise the gap between students’ current performance and their expected

performance. Tangible information about their current performance, coupled with guidance

towards achieving their goals, can bridge this gap effectively. Research suggests that such

feedback should be specific, non-comparative, focusing primarily on positive aspects, and

aligned with a constructive success theory (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). It is preferable for

some of this feedback to be informal and verbal, rather than formal or written, occurring

naturally as the teacher moves around the classroom or briefly checks in with students

(Assor, 2016).

Relatedness and Collaborative Learning

Teachers play a pivotal role in addressing students’ need for relatedness by providing them

with opportunities to engage in communal social interactions. They can provide the space

for learning within groups and for planning, implementing, and evaluating collective actions.

In such groups, students engage in socially responsible forms of regulation as the other

members of the group model various learning strategies and provide motivational support.
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Peer support

Peer support is an essential aspect of creating a supportive learning environment. Teachers

can teach students how to provide and receive feedback effectively, recognise appropriate

moments to seek feedback, and understand how to offer feedback that supports and

enhances the learning process without diminishing the recipient’s self-esteem or social

status (Assor, 2016).

Relatedness between students and teacher

Establishing positive relationships between students and teachers is equally important.

One effective approach is scheduling individual meetings with students, which becomes

feasible during cooperative work since teachers are not required to divide their attention

among other students. During these meetings, the teacher can dedicate time to discussing

students’ values, needs, and interests. In this context, students feel a strong connection

with their teacher because the focus is on their preferences and emotional well-being, rather

than solely on their grades.

Interestingly, teachers who report higher levels of relatedness with students are more

likely to experience positive outcomes, such as improved emotional well-being, compared

to those whose connections are primarily with their colleagues (Klassen et al., 2012).

This highlights the importance of establishing positive relationships with students and the

significant impact they can have on both teachers and students. There is a chapter on

Relationships in inclusive education in this book for those seeking further information on

this topic.

Factors beyond teaching that influence self-determination

School curricula or materials are often not prepared to be intrinsically motivating or made to

be particularly meaningful or relevant to students’ daily lives or purposes. Many educational

systems and schools have become extremely focused on a very narrow set of cognitive

goals that neglect students’ different interests, talents, and psychological and intellectual

needs.

Student motivation is also closely linked to teacher motivation and well-being. When

teachers face limited professional autonomy and pressure to achieve specific outcomes,

they may resort to more controlling motivational strategies. Teachers worldwide often face

considerable pressure within school systems, which can restrict their ability to foster self-

determination in the classroom. When teachers themselves lack the necessary autonomy,

competence, and sense of relatedness in their profession, their capacity to promote student

autonomy and effective learning is diminished. Through a combination of research findings,

Brenner (2022) revealed that by fulfilling teachers’ autonomy needs they are more likely to

be more motivated, provide meaningful reasons for tasks, use less controlling methods in
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the classroom, involve students more, provide opportunities for student choice, and offer

support. This highlights the significance of supporting teachers’ autonomy to encourage

practices that enhance students’ self-determined motivation.

Additionally, it is also important to always keep in mind that schools are not isolated and

that children come to school already with a baggage of experiences and factors that are

affecting them. One key factor relates to the family and home setting. If families embrace

values of self-determination, such as openness and discussion, students are more likely

to be receptive to self-determination in the classroom. On the other hand, if home life and

parenting are controlling, students may struggle when encountering opposing beliefs and

values at school (Grolnick et al., 1997). Families also exist within the larger context of

culture and society, and sometimes also microcultures. These shape their belief systems

and values, particularly regarding the roles of specific groups of people. For example in

many societies, children are seen as having a much lower expertise than adults, leading to

their voices being perceived as less important.

Example case revisited

Riverside Primary School has undergone a remarkable transformation in its approach to education,
placing a profound emphasis on fostering self-determination in learning. Among the thriving

students in this new environment is eight-year-old Isaac, who is on the autism spectrum. This
forward-thinking school has veered away from traditional teaching methods that focused solely on

discipline and standardised exam scores.

The classroom at Riverside has been completely redesigned to promote active engagement and
individualised learning. Isaac now finds himself in a vibrant and flexible learning space that
accommodates his need for movement, enabling him to fully participate in classroom activities. This
small but crucial adjustment has made an immense difference in Isaac’s learning experience.

One of the pivotal changes at Riverside is the integration of student autonomy and choice. Isaac is
now empowered to make decisions about his learning journey, allowing him to delve deeply into his
passionate interest in dinosaurs while also learning core subjects like mathematics. This autonomy
has sparked a newfound enthusiasm in Isaac, and his eagerness to learn and explore is now
understood and appreciated.

Previously, Isaac’s behaviour was often labelled as problematic and disruptive. However, with the
shift in approach at Riverside, it has become evident that his behaviour was merely a sign of his
intense curiosity and yearning for knowledge. The school now recognises and nurtures his unique
abilities, celebrating his individuality rather than suppressing it.

If you put yourself in Isaac’s shoes how does this affect the way you feel about school and how it
is preparing you for your future?

Conclusion

This chapter has delved into the concept of self-determination in learning, exploring the

three basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The attitudes

and skills needed for fostering autonomy and motivation in students’ learning journey have

also been uncovered, whilst also acknowledging that factors beyond teaching, such as

students’ home environment and cultural influences, can impact self-determination.
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Self-determination in learning considers learning as a personal journey and argues that

learners should take ownership of their own learning process and take initiative in shaping

their learning experiences. This involves being an active participant in setting their learning

goals, making informed decisions about their own learning strategies and being determined

to achieve their desired outcomes despite the challenges that may occur during the learning

process.

Incorporating the principles and strategies discussed in this section can lead to

transformative experiences for students, igniting their intrinsic motivation and passion

for learning. Empowering students to take ownership of their learning journey ultimately

prepares them to navigate challenges and thrive in their educational pursuits and beyond.

Isaac’s experience at Riverside Primary School, for instance, is a good example highlighting

the transformative power of fostering self-determination in learning. By creating an

environment that values autonomy, competence, and relatedness, Riverside has enabled

Isaac to thrive and embrace his unique interests and abilities. The school’s emphasis

on student choice, flexible learning spaces, and supportive relationships has empowered

Isaac to take ownership of his education and shape his own learning journey. This shift

in approach has not only improved Isaac’s engagement and motivation but has also

challenged traditional notions of teaching and learning. The example case serves as a

powerful reminder of the importance of self-determination in education and its potential to

unlock the full potential of every student.

In conclusion, self-determination in learning is a crucial aspect of education that

empowers learners to take control of their own learning process. It involves the fulfilment

of three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. By promoting

self-determination in the classroom, educators can create an environment that nurtures

students’ intrinsic motivation, engagement, and overall well-being. It is important for

teachers to provide opportunities for students to make choices, set goals, and engage in

self-reflection. This fosters students’ intrapersonal, metacognitive, and interpersonal skills,

enabling them to make meaningful choices, set purposeful goals, and take charge of

their own education. Ultimately, self-determination in learning benefits both students and

teachers, leading to increased engagement, motivation, and satisfaction in the educational

journey.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=447#h5p-4
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Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Think about a time when you were highly motivated to learn something. What factors

contributed to your motivation?

• What do you think self-determination means in the context of learning, and why might

it be important for students to have control over their learning process?

• In what ways do you think providing choices to students can impact their learning and

engagement?

• How do you think different learning needs (e.g., those of students with autism) should

be accommodated to promote self-determination in the classroom?

Pick three to four of the following tasks:

Reflecting on the Example Case:

• If you were a teacher at Riverside Primary School, what strategies would you implement

to further support Isaac’s self-determination in learning?

• How would you handle a situation where a student’s interests, like Isaac’s passion for

dinosaurs, are not part of the standard curriculum?

Personal Application:

• Reflect on a recent learning experience. How did autonomy, competence, and

relatedness play a role in your engagement and success?

• Identify one area in your learning or teaching where you can apply the principles of self-

determination. What specific actions will you take to enhance autonomy, competence,

or relatedness?

Strategies for Teachers:

• What are some practical ways teachers can provide meaningful choices to students in

their daily routines?

• Discuss how you can use positive and informative feedback to boost students’ sense

of competence and motivation.

Overcoming Barriers:

• Think about potential barriers to promoting self-determination in the classroom. What

strategies can you use to address these barriers?

• How can teachers manage and respond to students’ negative emotions effectively to
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support their self-determination?

Evaluating Impact:

• How do you think fostering self-determination in learning impacts long-term student

outcomes, such as their career choices and personal development?

• Discuss how self-determination theory can be applied beyond the classroom, in real-

world situations and lifelong learning.
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DEMOCRATIC SCHOOLS: HOW THEY WORK
AND WHY THEY ARE COOL

Halil Han Aktaş; Abdellatif Atif; Andreas Hinz; and Konstantin Korn

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=419#oembed-1

Example Case

The backbone of Democratic schools

“This is an example of our experience from a democratic School in Hadera. When the school

was established in 1987, there was no clear educational programme. We came with ‘a stomach-

ache and ideas.’ It was clear from the beginning that there was no obligation for the students to

participate in anything. Everything is free and they can choose whatever they want to do. There

were some lessons that we offered, but they were not compulsory. There were playgrounds with

a football field and a basketball court, and there were Art Centres, where they could go and

draw. There were also areas where the students could complete an internship, for example,

with a blacksmith or a hairdresser.

Then we also said, okay, we offer the students all of this, but what else can we do? So, then we

said, okay, we’ll help them obtain the tools they need to do whatever they want to do. We noticed

that the power dynamic between us and the students really decreased because we were not in

charge of lessons that are part of a compulsory program, we were not in charge of the overall

discipline, but there was a discipline committee. So, what else can we do?

Then the students began to verbalise their thoughts and feelings about certain scenarios that

were happening in their lives. For example, a five-year-old comes and says, “my friend, he

always wants to decide what we’re playing, and he’s calling me bad names. And I’m not sure

I want to be his friend.” Another example is, let’s say an eight-year-old will come and say, “My
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parents told me that it’s very important to learn maths and English. And if I don’t take these

classes, they will take me out of the school. I don’t want to go to those classes.” Also, a 12-year-

old comes and says, “I have a boyfriend and he wants us to kiss and I don’t know if I want

to kiss. I’m not sure.” Finally, some kids might say, “I really like computers and I’m good at

computers and my father works with computers. However, I started playing guitar and maybe I

would like to be a musician, and not work with computers.”

Then we understood that it’s not just about doing whatever you want, it’s your choice; choose

your friend, you’re free to choose. It’s not as simple to decide what you want to do for the rest

of your life. There’s a whole big range of questions here, and that’s the place we are needed

because before you understand what you want to do and enjoy it, you must build an inner self

and understanding of what your values are, not moral values. What is important for me when I

make decisions? Then I decide what things are most important to me, for example, friendship,

play whatever I want to play, be connected to my boyfriend because I like him, or to say, okay, I

don’t want to kiss you. Also, what is the most important thing for me to build my point of view

about the person instead of only listening to what’s around me. A point of view that considers

my parents, my culture, my neighbourhood, and not just what’s popular with my friends. This is

a large inner piece that needs to be built and it’s not easy to build it. That is where mentoring

came in and this is why mentoring began to be the most essential part of our work.

This is why mentoring became the backbone of our practice. However, there was also another

layer in mentoring. Mentoring is one of the best ways to apply human rights. If we want to apply

human rights then mentoring is the best place where you say whatever you think is important,

you think about the main areas to you and then we discuss it. I really want to listen to it. I really

want to see what is important to you. I also want to see and listen not just to what you say

or do, but to what’s behind it and what’s under it. I really want to make your existence visible.

I want you to be safe. I want you to feel sure. I want you to be open. These are your human

rights. That’s children’s rights. This can all occur through mentoring. This is why mentoring, in

my opinion, is the backbone of democratic education.”

Dror Simri, teacher, psychologist, mentor and mentoring supervisor in Hadera Democratic

School and at Kibbutzim College for Education Tel Aviv, Israel

The need for more democratic schools

Traditional systems of education and schools are linked to the idea of measuring and

grading children1 by more or less the same standards. Therefore, it tends to divide young

1. In this chapter, we use the term “children” in the sense of the Convention for the Rights of Children (UN 1989), which

contains children up to the age of 18. Alternatives would have been to say “students”, “pupils” or “learners” but we prefer

a term which has a holistic view on the whole person and is not fixed on a specific role, being in danger of ignoring other
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people into groups of successful, or unsuccessful, based on predetermined definitions,

and associates these statements with chances in their future life. These decisions are

not fair and not grounded on their actual performance, highlighting the misleading nature

of neoliberal output-oriented (meritocratic) orientation. They are, in fact, more linked to

socio-economic backgrounds, structures of discrimination, and societal power relations.

Therefore, they can’t be inclusive. Most of the time, traditional systems of education and

schools are also defining what and how to learn through fixed curricula. Those fixed

standards are defined by experts, influenced by societal power relations, and linked to

dominant wisdom. Therefore, marginalised wisdom, individual interests, needs, and desires

are likely to be ignored. Prescribed curricula therefore stand against the ideas of inclusion

and anti-discrimination. It is not by accident that the lyric ‘We don’t need no education’ from

Pink Floyd’s ‘Another Brick in the Wall’ has widespread and enduring appeal among young

people across various generations.

Initial questions

• How to overthrow structural disadvantages for inclusive education?

• How do democratic schools solve those structural problems?

• How could traditional education be influenced by democratic schools to work on those

disadvantages?

Introduction to Topic: what idea could stand behind
democratic schools?

Imagine a school where everyone can decide what to learn, when to learn, where to learn,

how to learn, and with whom to learn. That’s very close to the definition of democratic

education from the European Democratic Education Community (EUDEC, 2005). These

schools exist in many countries, and they are quite successful.

Imagine a school which has no classes, no grades, no fixed timetable, no fixed curricula,

aspects. The only exceptions are students at university or when the traditional role of students is in focus. The same way

the term “teachers” could be problematised – and replaced by “learning assistants”, “learning supporters” or others. A

wide field of reflection…
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no fixed subjects. However, this school has a space for activities. It has lots of ateliers,

maybe for music, for art, for theatre, for languages, for anything you could imagine.

There, children have the chance to be subjects of learning instead of objects of teaching.

Or in the words of the German critical psychologist Klaus Holzkamp (1995, p. 558): It’s

leaving the “defensiver Lernweisen” (defensive mode of learning) where you primarily react

to the impulses of others, mostly adults, building strategies to survive in school. Instead, it is

moving to an “expansive mode of learning” where you can go delve as deeply or as broadly

as you want into a subject matter. So, you become responsible for your own learning and

you get support from others.

Some time ago, I saw a video from the famous jazz bass player Avishai Cohen and his

new trio. There was a woman, born in 2000 playing the drums, her name is Roni Kaspi.

She played the drums in such a fascinating, virtuosos, and complex way that I

immediately thought she must have been in a democratic school and have been able to

learn and practice drums during her whole school time. I was right; she grew up in a

democratic school, and later she attended a conservatory and went on to learn the drums.

So, reflecting the vision of such a different school – maybe this vision could be a dream

school, or it also could be a nightmare school – it depends on your perspective.

Key aspects

What are the basic principles of Democratic Schools?

Following Yaacov Hecht (2017), one of the international pioneers for democratic education,

it is clear that every democratic school, of course, is different. If there are two the same, one

of them has stopped thinking! However, there are four basic principles, and we will give you

an overview of these four principles (see Fig. 1). Later in this chapter, we will discuss these

in more detail.

Figure 1: Basic principles of Democratic Schools
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Source: Hecht, 2017

Dialogic Relations

Dialogic relations are the basis of everything in Democratic schools. There are practices

of a partnership culture instead of a domination culture (Eisler, 2000democratic; Eisler &

Fry, 2019). There are no people – traditionally mostly adults – who tell others what to do

and how to do it. Instead of that, there is a culture of talking on the same eye-to-eye level.

So, they try to reduce or to eliminate adultist tendencies. They practise what Martin Buber

(1999) called a “ich-du-Beziehung” (me-you-relationship). In this, there is a holistic view of

the whole child. It’s not just focused on some ‘mathematics problems’ as the exclusive
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aspect. So, in dialogic relations the whole person is in focus, and how the whole person

thinks about who he or she is.

In this context, we see the heart of dialogic relations in mentoring (see the chapter about

mentoring). Every child chooses a mentor, usually for a year. It is not the task of the mentor

to say what the child should do or how they should behave. This understanding is not about

case-management or strategic support for carriers. Instead, it is about thinking together

with the child about who the child is, and in many situations, there are some “unconscious

backstages” (Goffman, 2010 ), that are bringing the child to some decisions and the child

doesn’t realise it – and here the task of the mentor is to ask if the child wants to think about

it, always showing respect for the child. Of course, the decisions still belong to the child. It is

not about taking away the decision or taking away the power of the child. This task is quite

challenging, especially for pedagogues, because many of them are used to taking over, to

guide children and teach them something. Therefore, dialogic relations has mentoring at

the heart of it.

Personalized Learning: Individual and collective learning

From our perspective, personalised learning is based on a balance of individual freedom

on the one hand and the formation of a common social space on the other. Personalised

learning doesn’t mean that every child gets an individual programme of work for the next

week or month, like in an open-plan office where no collaboration is needed. There is a lot

of space for collaboration with others. So, the idea is a connected combination of collective

learning and individual learning based on the free will of everyone.

For example, a 15-year-old boy could be extremely interested in black holes, and maybe

there is an eight-year-old girl who hears about that and says: Oh, that’s also interesting

for me. Then maybe there is someone 17 years old who also joins the group. So, there

is a constant change and supplementation of autonomous and common interdependent

situations. That’s what personalised learning means.

By collective learning, we don’t mean to learn in a collective; we mean learning as a

collective. A common misconception about collective learning is that everybody should

learn the same things at the same time, in a uniform way. Learning as a collective is not

just about collaboration between individuals to explore and learn about specific topics. It

is more or less learning as a group, for example, to solve conflicts or to support someone

or something as a group. If you learn how to solve a conflict as a group, it is not just

through collaboration, you have to learn how to inquire about a solution as a group also.

Therefore, the solution changes, if members change and the group – the collective – has

to find new solutions that fit all. Therefore, you grow not just as individuals, but also as a

collective. Another example would be if a group of children learns how to support members

and assures this support not just through some other group members but as a collective.
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Democratic community

Almost every democratic school has a school assembly, and it works under the principle

of “one person, one vote,” based on the equality for everyone, like in the former motto of

the ANC in South Africa: “one man, one vote.” The school assembly makes every important

decision connected to the school. Also, before collective decision-making, there will be

a lot of dialogue, or controversial discussion, paying attention to diversity with different

perspectives, different opinions, and different interests. One thing is very clear to us: the

majority in the school assembly are children. That changes the power structures. However,

there is the question of how to decide democratically – by majority, by consensus, or maybe

by “sociocratic consent” (Owen & Buck, 2020 , p. 11) which means ‘good enough for now,

safe enough to try’.

The school assembly is supported by some committees. There are a lot of different

committees. Most democratic schools have a financial committee, some may have a

committee for journeys, a committee about juridical questions, a committee about staff,

and some may have more. Children make up the majority within these committees,

supported by adults as facilitators. The role of the adults is to make sure that every child

– even the young ones – understand what’s going on. It’s not about taking the power away

from children.

For example, if one child is extremely interested in the finances of a school and learns

a lot about that in mathematics, they also get an opportunity to learn about it through

life experiences in the school. Whereas in most state schools, children must learn some

mathematical techniques without the connection of life experiences. However, here it is

really connected to life in the school. This creates a wonderful opportunity to learn so much

in mathematics. Another example is, in the committee about staff, one big question is about

hiring and firing adults. Children also make up the majority in this committee. So, in many

democratic schools the question of ‘is it true that children could decide about hiring and

firing of adults?’ The answered is ‘Yes, of course.’ However, it never happens because if

there is an adult who offers something for learning and nobody chooses it, this adult will

start to reflect about what’s going wrong. So, there is no need to fire someone.

Another aspect of the democratic community is that there is no fixed timetable. Every

child decides their own timetable. They decide how many lessons per week they want to

take (often around ten), and which lesson they want to have. Indeed, the cliché of boys

playing football for years (and “doing nothing all day,” a documentary film by Hentze, 2015)

can be a reality in some cases. So, a big question could arise about the patience of parents:

How long are they able and/or willing to wait until, for example, a child starts to learn how

to write. Mentoring is also an important part of this.

There is also another aspect that we believe is important: boring time. At a conference,

children from democratic schools shared their experiences: Oh, it was always interesting,

there were always interesting things going on. A former student of a democratic school
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reacted with the question: Really? So, something went wrong. If you never had a boring

time, you never had the chance to find out what’s really really important for you. And what’s

really really interesting to you. You need boring times. To make it a bit clearer: It was not

about being bored like in many state schools, where every Tuesday at 10.30 you have to

be interested in biology – and if you are not, that’s boring, one could say ‘cold boredom’,

because you are forced to be there. Boring time in a ‘warm’ sense is a time where you wait

to find out what’s really important to you. It is ‘warm’ because you can finish it when you

have found out what is really, really interesting to you for the next time(Boban & Hinz, 2016).

Content based in Human rights

The fourth basic principle is that the content is based on human rights and especially on

children’s rights. They are formulated in the Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC; UN,

1989) which is based on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) that children are

human beings, having human dignity, and human rights.

There are three aspects in human rights education (Gerber, 2011; CoE, 2018; CoE 2020,

19; Tibbits & Sirota, 2023, 54; UN, 2011). One is “learning about human rights” which

involves acquiring information and knowledge. The second is about “learning through

human rights” which aims at learning processes themselves by accepting and basing them

on human rights – for example, the right for leisure or the right to play, also in secondary

school age children. The third is “learning for human rights,” which is about attitudes and

actions. This could be a tricky one because it could be a starting point for being influenced

in a manipulative way by adults: You have to do something for human rights. Also, of course,

that would be dangerous because manipulation is an excellent adultist strategy.

The consensus behind this topic is that it is not only about information and knowledge

about democracy, but also about the preparation for life in society following school. A lot

of questions arise from this. One of them is, how far the influence of parents and their idea

for a ‘good future’ of their child can be accepted (Macleod, 2023: 355). Another is about how

to be critically aware of any discrimination considering the “long and ugly history of racist

and sexist discrimination in the provision of education to children” (Macleod, 2023: 354),

additionally questions about classist and other aspects of discrimination (Haruna-Oelker,

2022) – and no one is free from these.

There is also another important discussion – different human rights can be in conflict

with each other. For example, is it a violation of children’s rights to force them to go to

school? Or is it a human right to go to school? Or both? The answers to these questions are

quite different (Graner, 2023).

Interim conclusion – core aspects of democratic and inclusive schools

From our perspective, it would be functional that schools become places with such a high
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potential and attractiveness that everyone loves to be there and has the chance to fall in

love with learning.

At this point it makes sense to think about the connection between democratic and

inclusive schools. Both seem to be highly linked:

• Both are based on children’s rights.

• Both are radical approaches, so – despite the all-inclusive and democratic rhetoric –

they are not part of the mainstream.

• Both are fighting against discrimination, marginalisation, and othering.

• Both highlight the “beauty of difference” (Haruna-Oelker, 2022 ).

• Both build on participation.

• Both aim on a balance of individual learning and a common creation of a social space.

• Both try to make children – or better – keep children as subjects of learning.

Democratic education without inclusive education stays selective, inclusive education

without democratic education stays hierarchical (Simri & Hinz, 2021; Hinz, 2023). Therefore,

one without the other is neither democratic nor inclusive. They are linked inseparably if they

have any transformative claim.

Why Democratic schools now?

Why do we need democratic schools now? Although the answer might sound theoretical,

it addresses concrete and interconnected difficulties where both democracy and education

find themselves. We think that democratic schools have the potential to keep democratic

and educational projects alive and vivid.

Regarding the crisis of democracy, political debates seem to be replaced by market

calculations and planning. According to this logic, political contestations are useless, and

thus we should only focus on practical and realistic financial economics (Mouffe, 2013).

Words such as, critic, revolt, change or progress that have drawn the democratic horizon

of Europe for the last centuries seem to be replaced by one word, which is: consensus and

conflict foreclosure (Mouffe, 2005). The promise behind that is a foreclosure of political

(often labelled as violent) discourse. However, an attentive look at this may be able to show

its hidden politics and uncover the damaging results it may have for the democratic project

inside and outside of schools (Atif, 2021).

We can see this concretely in the context of our interest here, the one of schools. Many

right-wing parties seem to use this logic of the market to introduce politics under the

excuse of being politically neutral and end up being very political against many groups.

Take for instance the refusal of sexuality education in Ontario under the slogan Maths

not masturbation! (Bialystok et al., 2020) or the refusal of teaching the history of slavery

in Brazil by the movement that its name represents its claims, School Without a Party
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(Oliveira, 2022), or how in Germany the right-wing party ‘Alternative for Germany’ could

not find a better way to present its position towards education than a movement called

Neutral schools. Such movements use this logic of political neutrality to negate the rights

of many social groups that find themselves in unjust situations. According to this, populist

movements argue that schools should abandon the emancipatory project and aim at

schools that are exclusively interested in the development of productive skills, lifelong

learning, and productivity.

We consider that democracy, as the current rise of authoritarianism in several countries

shows, is not a guaranteed state. Instead, it is a project that needs to be protected and

defended (Hinz, Jahr, & Kruschel, 2023). The protection of democracy can be done through

democracy, which reveals and keeps the core of democracy alive. This core is the

assumption that once we move from our private spaces to those of living together, our

projects are meant to be different and contrasting, and that this is not a limit for democracy

but the reason why it is needed. By accepting this situation and trying to deal with it, we can

keep the democratic horizon possible. In such moments of being able to dialogue, decide,

contrast, argue, and articulate, we can be at the heart of democracy rather than closing it

with projects that present themselves as post-political.

It is in these contemporary elements and factual characteristics of the relation of schools

with their economic and political context that we look at democratic schools as an

emergent necessity to both defend the democratic and educational projects. As presented

before, democratic schools are built on the principles of democracy, equality and they

are primarily concerned with leveraging them. Democratic schools function through an

encouragement of questioning, debating, and articulating. While in traditional schools these

may seem like only ideals that are not constantly pursued, democratic schools put them

at the centre, from the very format of classroom setting until assessment and evaluation

are organised around the principle of debate and freedom. Hence, children in schools have

the right to choose what and how they want to learn, and for democratic purposes, they are

even encouraged to think about their needs to articulate the demands of their communities.

In an age where the ultra-prioritisation of learning is an input-output process, the reasons

for the existence of democratic schools may seem alien to what schools should be.

Nevertheless, a closer look at recent developments in educational theory shows how much

the principles of democratic schools are making their way back to the conception of

how traditional classrooms should function. Theoreticians such as Snir (2017), Ruitenberg

(2010), and Atif (2023) argue for schools open to the acceptance of a state of contingency

where every social activity finds itself and that reflectively, schools should offer spaces

where children and adults can articulate political and identitarian differences instead of

preaching them.

In the discourse about democratic education, there are two main aspects of fundamental

criticism of the international democratic community on traditional education, which both
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constitute structural violence (Ram, 2009). They can contribute to sharpening the

understanding of democratic education (see Fig. 2).

Figure 2: Two main changes from traditional to democratic education

Source: Hecht 2017

First, there is the construction of two parts of constantly changing and expanding world

knowledge, symbolised as a flexible bubble. In traditional education, experts put a box

in it by defining a fixed curriculum. This makes knowledge important, which is included

and makes excluded knowledge unimportant2. So, it does not accommodate the individual

areas of strength of every individual person. If an individual is extremely interested in

windsurfing, traditional education will exclude this from the ‘important knowledge’ into

leisure time. In contrast, a democratic school will fully accept this as part of the uniqueness

and the areas of strength of this person. So, the knowledge of the whole world is potentially

important for individuals as well as for society in general.

Second, in the box of the fixed curriculum, there isn’t just a box but a pyramid. This means

that traditional education constructs a few excellent, many mediocre, and even more weak

students by measuring them all with the same hurdles. Students have to climb over them for

the next level of education – with all the well-known organisational procedures. Democratic

education criticises this logic of pyramids fundamentally and replaces it by a system of

2. These decisions are highly linked to power relations in society and thereby tend to exclude marginalised knowledge, for

example from wisdom from minorities or about discrimination (Kress, 2022).
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connected circles on the same level which – again – contain individual and collaborative

learning processes in the sense of personalised learning (see above).

These two main criticisms of traditional education get even more importance since

nowadays, education is increasingly being approached with a market-oriented view,

undergoing a commodification process where economic outputs in education are preferred

over the holistic development of individuals due to the influence of neoliberal ideologies

(Apple, 2004; Hill & Kumar, 2008). Standardised tests and accountability measures, which

are used to discriminate among students to reach these economic outputs and are

assumed to enhance efficiency, are being criticised for transforming education into a test

preparation process. As such, education is reduced to measurable outputs and productivity

through a reductive approach, stripping it of creativity and broad societal, cultural, and

ethical dimensions. It seems that structural violence in traditional education is being

increased by neoliberal approaches.

How do democratic schools function?

In this part we focus on the four basic principles from mentioned earlier in this chapter,

again by deepening, concretising, and making them more specific.

How to build dialogical relationships in democratic schools?

To understand how a democratic school operates, it is helpful to begin with the concept

of dialogical relationships in these schools and how they are established. By ‘dialogical

relationships’, we refer to interactions where both parties engage directly with each other,

communicate face to face, eye to eye, knee to knee, and meet on equal grounds (Freire,

2005; Rietmulder & Marjanovic-Shane, 2023). From this viewpoint, the first step is

recognising children as genuine parts of school communities. This can be initiated by

offering positive channels of communication and showing genuine respect to all members

actively participating in the school. The goal is to shape a space where everyone’s voice

is valued. This means building learning environments that emphasise these principles,

and turning schools into places where collective and inclusive decision-making processes

thrive, thus giving the authorial agency to children for their learning (Neill, 1960).

A practical example of this is ‘sociocratic circles.’ These are essentially self-directed,

voluntarily formed, semi-autonomous groups that come together for decision-making

(Strauch & Reijmer, 2018; as showcased in the documentary “school circles” by Osório &

Shread, 2018). Imagine a scenario where a group of children voluntarily assembles because

they have identified a challenge within the school and want to address it together.

Here is an example from a particular democratic school in Turkey.

The adults posited that fostering children’s participatory skills might be enhanced by

offering them hands-on experiences in settings akin to school councils. Consequently, a

platform was established where these young minds met weekly to deliberate on pertinent
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school matters. However, as time passed, these elementary-aged pupils felt the weekly

gatherings to be excessively recurrent. They began to find these sessions monotonous, often

engaging in discussions devoid of any accompanying activities to enliven the experience.

This sentiment led them to initiate a sociocratic circle dedicated to evaluating the structure

and frequency of the school council meetings. Within this circle, many questions and

suggestions surfaced: “Could we possibly reduce the frequency of these meetings? What if

we incorporated engaging games at the onset of each session?” After these deliberations,

they envisioned a reformed model of the school council and proceeded to present their

proposals to the broader school council. Upon careful consideration and discussions, the

collective consensus emerged: “Indeed, a shift is required. Let’s change it to bi-weekly

meetings and infuse a gaming element at the start. The objective would be to foster warmth

and enjoyment before transitioning to the more serious discussions.” Implementing this

revised approach proved successful, resonating well with the children.

This entire excerpt epitomises a scenario where children, by amalgamating diverse

perspectives, actively shaped their school life. Another option could be to organise the

whole school in sociocratic circles. In the documentary, there is an example from the

Netherlands (see fig. 3).

Figure 3: Circle-structures of the sociocratic school De Frije Ruimte

Source: Boban & Hinz, 2020a, 189, taken from the film of Osório & Shread, 2018
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The central school circle with members of all groups in this school is connected to other

circles: the children’s circle (connected to age-oriented group circles every Monday), the

staff circle (called the learning facilitator-circle), and the support circle (again connected to

circles about administration, finances, buildings and terrains, and communication). Children

have access to most of the circles except those for parents and staff. All circles are

connected by two (children by three) members who care about the flow of information

between them all. Also, they all have specific procedures and roles for talking and decision-

making.

For democratic schools to thrive, it is vital to embrace dialectical thinking. Essentially,

when we reflect on schools, we are looking at diverse communities brimming with varied

beliefs, interests, needs, and viewpoints. If we solely rely on the premise that one person

should guide the school’s direction, we risk overlooking these rich differences. Rather

than that narrow approach, it is beneficial to adopt a dialogical mindset. This means

understanding and valuing the range of voices and perspectives present in our school

communities. Instead of sidestepping challenges or disagreements, it is about creating

a safe environment for children in school to freely participate in decision-making and

collaboratively address issues (McDonnel, 2014).

To foster such an open environment, it is essential to factor in the social and emotional

aspects of learning (Cohen, 2006). For example, before any productive discussion can

take place, there is a need for trust among participants. When trust exists, it paves the

way for mutual respect. We also need to create rooms and opportunities for children to

actively listen to their peers. Active listening allows for constructive conversations, fosters

collaboration, and recognises diverse viewpoints. For these dialogues to truly resonate,

participants need to feel confident in themselves, be in touch with their emotions, and be

equipped to share their thoughts and listen to others in group settings (Read, 2021).

Another key point is the importance of joyful learning (Waterworth, 2020). For learning to

be truly engaging, children need to have the autonomy to shape their educational journey

(Freire, 2005; Griffiths, 2012). To successfully do this, children also need certain skills

and attitudes, like critical thinking, setting goals, regulating their own progress, and taking

initiative. These attributes empower children to steer their educational path. Moreover,

when disagreements arise, it is these very skills that enable children to articulate their ideas,

present alternate views, or stand up for their beliefs (Dobozy, 2007; Slater, 1994). These

social and emotional elements are crucial in democratic schools. Without them, any rights

or opportunities we offer children might only be symbolic, appearing good on paper but not

truly realised in the actual school environment.

How to organise learning in democratic schools?

Delving into the etymological roots of certain concepts can illuminate the potential

pathways that can be adopted in democratic schools. The term “democracy” is borrowed
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from the Greek, consisting of ‘demos’—representing the people of a shared territory,

although in ancient Greece, this did not include women, children, or slaves—and ‘kratos,’

which signifies the power or capacity to govern. Bringing these together, democracy

encompasses a collective of individuals striving for individual and mutual growth. When

examining the term “curriculum,” its origin traces back to the Latin word ‘currere,’ suggesting

a journey or perhaps an individual’s unique trajectory. The curriculum, at times, is perceived

as rigid and predetermined; yet, it can be approached with flexibility – for example the

National Curriculum of Iceland – which permits learners to engage with it selectively or

even bypass it entirely (Carr, 1998; Hinz, 2024). For instance, instead of being accepted as

a predetermined blueprint of the experiences to take place at the school, curriculum can

be defined as “a set of events, either proposed, occurring, or having occurred, which has

the potential for reconstructing human experience” (Duncan & Frymier, 1967:183). Merging

these ideas, a democratic curriculum embodies the spirit of communal living, emphasising

collective progress by elevating each member’s individual growth. These concepts can be

viewed as complementary. An offer-based curriculum, influenced by members of the school

community can be designed and implemented in democratic schools.

When planning learning in democratic schools, it is beneficial to start with the childrens’

previous experiences by considering child-centred curriculum perspectives (Brough, 2012).

Why? When we bring these children together, our goal is to foster connections among

them. To do this effectively, we need to be familiar with their past experiences, interests,

and needs. By using this knowledge as our foundation, we can shape the learning in

democratic schools, focusing on integration as a key element of curriculum design (Beane,

1997). This approach is what gives these schools their unique and meaningful learning

atmosphere. In such environments, the individual benefits and collective well-being are

aimed to merge seamlessly. As children achieve their personal social-emotional goals,

they naturally become more cooperative, understanding, and respectful — qualities at the

heart of democratic schools. Keeping these factors in mind is invaluable when organising

learning in such settings.

In democratic schools, it is also essential to blend both the humanities and science for a

well-rounded education. This is not just about broadening knowledge; it is about nurturing

both intellect and empathy in children (Dewey, 1930). Democratic schools are not just about

academic growth. They are communities where children are encouraged to connect and

thrive harmoniously together. Of course, the social and emotional learning components of

these schools are vital. To genuinely prepare children for the broader democratic society,

we need diverse activities that nurture a range of skills. In a democratic school, the goal is

to grow individuals who can keenly observe and analyse their surroundings and, using that

understanding, offer fresh insights to their community; thus, a holistic approach touches

on both their emotional and intellectual capacities (Ricci & Pritscher, 2015). Therefore, a

“curriculum” in democratic schools should give equal weight to the humanities, arts and

sciences. It is about fostering a complete, balanced learning experience for every child.
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However, it is worth noting that the way democratic schools handle the curriculum may

change in their own contexts, and there are democratic schools that do not employ a

specific curriculum intentionally.

In planning lessons for democratic schools, using tools like mind maps or curriculum

matrices can be beneficial to allow us to visualise the links between academic subjects

and the effects of how we handle them on both a child’s intellect and emotions. Unlike

traditional schools, where the primary focus may be a teacher passing on knowledge, in

democratic settings, we recognise that everything we do elicits reactions in children, both

mentally and emotionally. So, it is essential to be conscious of our teaching actions and

their broader impacts on children. By understanding this, we can tailor our approach to

nurture not just academic skills, but also emotional and social well-being.

In democratic schools, valuing diverse viewpoints is essential, reflecting our unique

experiences and backgrounds. It is not just about harmony; disagreements, or dissent,

have a place too (Matusov & Marjanovic-Shane, 2015). These varied experiences can often

become powerful learning moments. So, while mutual respect is crucial, so is

acknowledging the importance of dissent. However, as adults, we have a task to ensure

children feel safe when expressing their opinions. If we are not careful, disagreements can

become destructive. It is our responsibility as adults to create a safe space where children

can discuss differing views openly and without harm, with the help of support and guidance

(Orzel, 2013).

In traditional schools, students often find themselves sitting and listening to teachers,

essentially in a state of stillness. They do not actively engage or decide their learning

path; they are mostly passive, enduring what might feel like a “cold boredom.” However, a

democratic school offers a different approach. Instead of this passive learning, children are

given opportunities to navigate their school experiences, whether they be joyous or filled

with conflict, and they learn from these lived experiences (Davids & Waghid, 2019). It is

about allowing them to voice their views and actively participate in the school environment.

Drawing from the German educational approach, ‘arbeitsplan’ or weekly planning tools can

illustrate how children can be given autonomy over their learning. By implementing such

behavioural-contract tools that encourage self-assessments, we can empower children to

shape their educational journey as active participants and organise learning democratically

(Pass, 2007). Without such mechanisms, our aspirations for democratic education might

fall short. Simply telling kids, “you decide your learning,” can be overwhelming if they lack

the tools or understanding of how to go about it. However, by creating semi-structured

methods, we may assist them, much like mentoring. Importantly, this reshapes the teacher’s

role. Instead of being mere information dispensers, teachers in democratic schools become

connectors, linking children in a myriad of ways, a significant shift in role (fig. 4). Plus,

children get the unique opportunity to reflect on their learning since they have played a

pivotal role in it. Engaging with adults about these processes becomes more meaningful
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because children can draw on their direct experiences. They can witness their growth and

navigate learning using these benchmarks.

Figure 4: Transmitting and connecting role of the teacher

Source: Hecht, 2017

Also, portfolios or learning progress reports are effective tools to organise learning and

create democratic spaces for dialogic assessments and feedback in democratic schools

(McDonnell & Curtis, 2014). These documents making progress visible for children, they

can check what they have learned, and how they learnt it. They can reflect on whether it

was difficult or simple. Otherwise, it is just a task to be completed for grading. However, by

using this strategy we can enrich evaluation through authentic feedback that strengthens

learning. Therefore, it is important to give them a chance to reflect on their learning

progress. Also, strategies like the “black market of knowledge” are good examples (Boban

& Kruschel, 2015).

The black market of knowledge is a social space in which ideas, topics, and children’s

learning are exchanged. They present whatever they want. It may be something they worked

on, or they have experienced. This was an idea that some children, brought to the school

assembly, and later it was used by student teachers within teacher education (in the

Kibbutzim College Tel Aviv, where foreign visitors practised it together with the students).

Such experiences inherently foster a deeper alignment between individual and collective

learning endeavours. For instance, following an event like the “black market of knowledge”,

some children might gravitate towards the presenter, forming a cohesive group. This group

might then pursue diverse learning pathways originating from their own interactions. In this
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context, the children’s own interests, skills, and needs naturally shape the trajectory of the

learning journey, encompassing all facets such as activities and topics. Importantly, this

dynamic is not dictated by an external force determining the worthiness of knowledge.

How to develop a democratic school community?

Schools function as complex social entities. They are far from being uniform spaces;

instead, they welcome diverse people groups. Thus, for the establishment of a democratic

community, it is essential that we recognise and address the varied needs of children.

By crafting mechanisms that highlight these diverse needs and cater to them, we lay the

foundational aspect of democratic schools.

Moreover, the essence of democratic schools is to offer room for children, educators, and

the entire school community to foster autonomy (Taylor, 2017). A common misconception

is that autonomy is something that can simply be handed from one individual to another.

However, in reality, it is an attribute that grows through lived experiences and social

interactions (De Jaegher & Froese, 2009). When children engage in activities, the

culmination of those experiences contributes to their cognitive, emotional, and social

growth. This engagement and growth through experiences stand central to forming a

democratic ethos within the school environment. Committees, for instance, showcase an

effective way of distributing power amongst members and collaboratively experiencing it in

the school setting.

For instance, the Alpha School in Toronto (Canada) practises a juridical committee. The

meetings are organised like a court if there are some children breaking a rule. So, a group of,

most of them quite young, children sit together, and just one adult acts as a facilitator, making

sure that each and every child is able to understand what was said before and what the case

is about. The adult doesn’t influence the content of the meeting or the verdict of the court. In

almost every case the verdict is not about punishment but about restorative actions.

Consequently, the objective is to allocate roles to individuals, specifically allowing

children to assume responsibility for their surroundings. Integrating the broader community,

or the vicinity in which the school is situated, is pivotal. This might involve inviting external

individuals to the school or planning outings for the school community. Such initiatives are

vital because they facilitate the transference of outside experiences into the school setting.

Furthermore, they aid children in understanding the societal norms and codes prevalent in

their communities. Ultimately, our goal is to cultivate individuals who are deeply cognisant

of the societal fabric they inhabit and reflect on it. Thus, facilitating experiences beyond the

school’s boundaries can be quite beneficial.

Another example is from some state schools in the eastern part of Germany during the

implementation of the all-day school; though it is not explicitly a democratic school, they were

on the way to democratisation. The facilitators from the university asked them to include

one person from outside of the school on to the steering group for school development, in
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addition to children, parents, teachers and other staff. Some of these people had wonderful

ideas and practices. One school thought about inviting the mayor, maybe also for strategic

reasons, and some had real difficulties in finding someone whom they could include in

the steering group. However, in general, it is a good example showing that the connection

between the school and the environment or the community around the school is much more

intensified. At the end of the day, children are individuals, some of whom might be the mayor

in the future. Therefore, supporting them to observe these environments is important.

Concluding on the topic of participation within school environments, the concept

“participation” can sometimes be elusive. To clarify, we might consider specific examples

of how participation manifests in these settings. For example, when a collective of children

take on a decision-making role in school, this is a clear indication of participation. Similarly,

if a group of children, perhaps through a school council framework, independently resolve

an issue, that too is a form of participation. Another instance might be when children

proactively set discussion topics for future council meetings, or initiate new ideas, or even

voice their disagreement on a proposed idea, saying “this doesn’t resonate with us.” All of

these scenarios exemplify participation.

We can envision participation through these lenses. Feedback mechanisms are equally

vital, whether it is from children to teachers, teachers reciprocating, parents to teachers,

or even children giving feedback to parents. This significance stems from the fact that it

represents mutual observation, active listening, and ongoing communication, establishing a

dialogue-centric relationship. Keeping such modes of participation in the forefront can offer

clarity on the essence of participation and its implementation in democratic schools.

Here is a final example, from a school in Iceland which is not an explicitly democratic

school, but one with a strong democratic tradition and continuous developments over the

years (Jörgensdóttir Rauterberg & Hauksdóttir, 2024). Some children had this idea: “Oh, we

don’t have enough space and time to talk about some social things. So, we need a new

subject in the plan for the next school year.” They brought it to the children’s council and later

to the school council. During a visit, the vice principal said: “Yes, they asked for that and we

will give it. But we didn’t tell them until the end of this school year. In the next school year,

there will be a new subject in the plan.”

So, that’s an example that includes flexibility in curriculum and a huge influence of

children in it (Jörgensdóttir & Hinz, 2024).

How to define common goals based on human rights education?

Democratic schools are based on human rights essentially; therefore, they have the

common goal to strengthen Human Rights Education (HRE). HRE focuses on the realisation

of human and especially children’s rights and has been a growing field since the 1990’s with

a big growth in publications (Tibbitts & Sirota, 2023: 56). The most widespread definition

is given by the UN in the Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training, Art. 2 (1)
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(UN, 2011: 3): “Human rights education and training comprises of all educational, training,

information, awareness-raising and learning activities aimed at promoting universal respect

for and observance of all human rights and fundamental freedoms and thus contributing,

among other things, to the prevention of human rights violations and abuses by providing

persons with knowledge, skills and understanding, and developing their attitudes and

behaviour, to empower them to contribute to the building and promotion of a universal

culture of human rights.” As said earlier, three aspects are included: Learning about,

through, and for human rights (UN, 2011, Art. 2, 2) and they have an immense impact on

learning and teaching.

Internationally, HRE is linked to diverse efforts “to overcome colonialism, the aftereffects

of authoritarian governments, structural problems related to poverty, gender inequality,

discrimination and interethnic conflict” (Tibbitts & Fritzsche, 2006: 5). In some countries it

is also linked “with local and national efforts to fight racism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism and

the extreme right” (Tibbitts & Fritzsche, 2006: 6). Critical comments, from the Global South,

say, there is an “unacknowledged conceptual diversity and ambiguity” (Keet, 2006:1).

Following Bajaj’s (2011: 491) analysis, three main ideological backgrounds can be

differentiated:

• HRE for Global Citizenship – aiming for a new global political order with more equality,

• HRE for Coexistence – aiming for healing and reconciliation after brutal oppression and

crimes against specific groups, like indigenous peoples in Canada or elsewhere, and

• HRE for Transformational Action – with “radical politics of inclusion and social justice”

(ibid.).

This picture of approach does not mean that HRE is in practice everywhere. On the contrary,

HRE is still only partially implemented. As the research by UNICEF (2015) shows, 11 out of

26 countries have implemented HRE (more specifically: children’s rights) into their school

curricula. In seven countries, implementation only took place in parts, and in 15 countries

not at all (UNICEF 2015: 8). There is still no international entitlement for HRE, and therefore,

there is no linear connection from signing the convention on children’s rights to the

implementation in classrooms. Also, the implementation in teacher education is important,

but it is not realised systematically anywhere (UNICEF 2015: 9). Therefore, it is not

surprising that in 2010 “HRE is still not widespread, especially in schools” (Gerber, 2011:

247). Nevertheless, good examples exist, for example, in Iceland, “human rights and

democracy” are one of six pillars in the National Curriculum (MESC, 2011: 14-22; Hinz,

2024).

One interesting aspect of this field is that almost every literature emphasises the growth

of democratic practices and ideas. This begins “in small places, close to home – in the

neighbourhood, school, college, factory, farm, or office” (CoE 2020: 403). Some good

examples of this are in India where more than 500,000 “inclusive neighbourhood children’s
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parliaments” are in place where all children of the neighbourhood automatically belong; they

themselves decide about the topics and the actions, and they are supported by an adult

facilitator (Boban & Hinz, 2020b). This is more than being asked to tell the parliament of the

city or the state about needs and wishes once a year, as in many countries.

It is very often stated that this is a long-term process, and it is never finished, and never

perfect. Sometimes it is criticised that it needs changes because it is “western-centred and

‘top-down’” (Tibbitts & Sirota, 2023: 58). For example, the role of teachers must change

from a declarationist approach to a dialogical approach (2023: 58). However, a reflection

of the existing power relations in schools is hard to find, except when a transformational

action approach is used with its “radical politics of inclusion and social justice” (Bajaj,

2011: 491). Bajaj writes that with this approach, which is a “critique of power and unequal

power relations (local, national, global),” is needed (2011: 491). Otherwise, the research

results regarding the very low expectations of children about their influence in school

could be validated. With this approach, HRE is quite close to any other transformative

and emancipatory learning, “associated with critical pedagogy and Paulo Freire” (Tibbitts &

Sirota, 2023: 57). The methodologies can be described as “justice-oriented, decolonising,

experiential & activity-centred, problem-posing, participative, dialectical, analytical, healing,

strategic thinking-oriented, goal-and action-oriented” (Tibbitts & Sirota, 2023: 57).

It is obvious that the understanding of HRE as a call for transformative actions is very

close to the approach we stand for. Schools practising democratic education consequently

have a much easier task ahead to abide by children’s rights. For schools on the way to more

democratic practices, it is much more contradictory to practise democratic processes in a

hierarchical system without balanced power relations. Nevertheless, connecting learning to

human rights is a continuing challenge for every school.

One material for the support of HRE is Compass, published by the Council of Europe (CoE,

2002, 2020) and translated into 30 languages, supplemented by Compasito for children

from 7 to 13 with 40 activities (CoE, 2007, 2009). These materials want to support

accessibility to HRE (CoE, 2020: 26) with a European perspective (CoE, 2020: 29). The heart

of the material are 58 activities in 20 global themes for the reflection of human rights and

taking action, surrounded by introductions about human rights and approaches to HRE. The

“pedagogical basis” is explained in detail (CoE, 2020: 32-36). This includes, among others,

“HRE must let young people decide, when, how, and what topics they wish to work on” (CoE,

2020: 33), and the role of teachers has to change to a “facilitator, guide, friend, or mentor,

not one of an instructor” (CoE, 2020: 33). Nevertheless, there is no reflection about power

relations in school. Instead, you, as a facilitator, friend, or mentor (see above) “need to be

very clear in your own mind about what it is you want to achieve; you need to set your aims.

Then you can go on to choose an activity that is relevant to the topic you wish to address,

and which uses a method that you and the young people will feel comfortable with” (CoE,

2020: 48). Friend, facilitator, mentor? This sounds quite contradictory, here the teacher still

seems to be the instructor, setting the frame – and within that frame children are more
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or less free to decide about their learning, and about human rights. Is this democracy? It

seems to be not less than or more than a step towards democracy in a structurally non-

democratic institution.

All the content in schools based on human rights is, of course, connected with an anti-

discrimination and inclusion approach. It is no coincidence that a lot of democratic schools

are part of social movements for peace, for reasonable living, for ecological survival, and/or

for a better future. Democratic schools are, in most cases, no idyllic bubbles far away and at

the margins of society. Power structures might recreate themselves in democratic schools,

so it requires investing time and effort to prevent it (Wilson, 2015).

Therefore, as a final comment on this principle, there is a big need for reflection of power

relations. There will always be a big difference between the principles and the realities of

societies, and of course, democratic schools are part of society. Hence, it is important to

reflect again and again on what a school, or a group, can decide autonomously and what is

already decided by others.

What are the specific challenges for democratic schools?

You might think that democratic schools are perfect, but we don’t think that. They are not

perfect at all. There are some specific challenges for democratic schools.

In the realm of educational discourse, there is a palpable debate concerning the children’s

composition in certain democratic schools, which might show elitist and exclusive

children’s body characteristics. Central to this debate is the representation of varying social

groups within these institutions. Sometimes it is observed that children from more

privileged backgrounds often have a heightened presence in these schools. Intriguingly,

some of these institutions took shape during what is known as the ‘second wave’ of

democratic schools, a period intertwined with the aspiration to craft ‘islands’ within the

broader conventional school framework (Hecht, 2011). These ‘islands’, in certain cases,

are cited as practising what some term ‘elitist democratic education’; essentially, they

impart democratic values and practices predominantly to children stemming from affluent

socioeconomic strata (Sant, 2019). However, it is crucial to note that not all schools fall

under this critique. For some, the demographic characteristics of their geographic location

play a defining role. Yet, for others, it is the predispositions and financial capabilities of

the parents that is changing the situation. Such parents, with more substantial means to

invest in their children’s education, exhibit a proclivity towards enrolling their children in

private institutions, which sometimes includes democratic schools. This trend has roots

in the ‘school choice’ philosophy—a perspective that may compartmentalise education

into distinct categories like ‘good’ and ‘bad’ schools, offering the liberty of choice to a

select demographic, undermining the ethos of fostering educational establishments that

champion democratic values for the collective welfare.

Furthermore, the broader structural landscape of the state’s educational system holds
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influence. In general, it depends on the rigidity of the state school system. If there is a

high rigidity and state schools have big problems with a lot of children, there will be a high

percentage of children in democratic schools who have been in state schools, and they

changed to democratic schools (Hecht, 2011). Hence, democratic schools could be seen as

a good place for children, who had some difficulties in a traditional learning environment or

in state schools. For these children, democratic schools could be islands that they can feel

secure, that they can feel comfortable in.

There can also be some parents of children with disabilities who may have doubts

about democratic schools. Some of them may fear their child could get lost due to the

‘big freedom’ in democratic schools. They may assume the responsive structures their

child may need are not there and, therefore democratic schools are not a good solution

or perspective for their children. However, democratic schools of course are very able to

put structures around a child, for example, they could start with a group of children who

are close to that child, and they could think together about how they can establish a good

situation for this child through dialogic relations. So, it is not about getting lost in freedom

but about creating structures through democratic communities.

There might also be challenges about the diverse cultural backgrounds of teachers,

children, and parents linked to the exclusivity of the children’s body. Especially, if these

backgrounds affect the way of the ‘right’ and ‘common way’ of communication. As

communication is so important for democratic schools, it is a special issue. There are rules

of communication that are different in different cultures. Therefore, there are also different

understandings of democratic ways to solve conflicts and interact with each other. For

instance, most Germans find it disrespectful if they are interrupted. Therefore, they believe,

in a ‘good’ and ‘democratic’ conversation, no one interrupts each other. To understand this,

you must first know about it. In the German language some important words, mostly the

verb, are located at the end of the sentence. So, you must listen to the end of the sentence

to understand each other. However, this is not the case for many other languages. The

structure of sentences is different, and therefore it is not disrespectful to skip the end of

the sentence and jump right to the important subject. That’s one example of how the way

of communicating interferes with the way of understanding how ‘good democracy’ works.

Another example is, in Turkish, it is a practice to overlap when speaking, and it is considered

normal and polite to do this. What we want to show with these examples are that we don’t

want to reproduce the dominant use of language and the discrimination within it. However,

instead to practise cultural sensitivity in democratic schools, there has to be a precise

look at the practice of communication and reflection about it. Practices of talking are so

deeply anchored inside us, it is difficult to question and reflect on their roots. This is highly

demanding for democratic schools, because dialogic relations are so much the basis for all

that is happening inside these schools.

As we can see, democratic schools are not the perfect way to deal with every problem,

but they have one big advantage, democratic schools are always in a mode of change.
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They are more likely to find the challenges of exclusive children’s bodies, diverse cultural

backgrounds, and establishing special structures for children who need them easier. They

can handle it within their ritualised way of changing instead of first creating change

management.

There are many different models of democratic schools and their view of the role of

adults and the wider community. Some might argue that adults are just there to wait for the

children to come up to them and want to learn or get something, like in the Sudbury Model.

Others argue they should offer specific things and be more interactive with the children

about what could be learned, like in a common social space. We don’t want to judge which

way is better, we just want to highlight there are different ways to practise that aspect in

democratic schools. What’s important is the knowledge about the different connections

to the community that are implied by different views of adults. Sometimes schools really

benefit from the experience of parents. They might transfer their knowledge to the school

settings and share their expertise. Through this, they may support children to find their

interests and what to learn, but this may also cause some difficulties if not handled well.

In a particular instance from Turkey, a school was established through the initiative of a

group of parents. This co-operative school had a foundational ethos: the incorporation of

democratic governance. The intent was clear: children should actively engage in the decision-

making processes within the school. However, having been the driving force behind the

establishment of this institution, parents viewed themselves as the primary stakeholders or

the owners of this educational establishment from time to time. As such, they felt entitled

to influence areas like the instructional methods, curriculum, and other core aspects of the

educational process. This proactive involvement sometimes took on a domineering tone,

leading to challenges. The underlying issue was a presumption among some parents that

their insights were superior to those of trained teachers.

In discussions surrounding such situations, it is important to remember the professional

background of teachers. Teachers undergo specific training and possess extensive

expertise in their domain. Regrettably, there are times when this expertise is overlooked

or underestimated. However, it is also heartening to acknowledge instances where their

contributions are recognised and valued. Regardless, it remains undeniable that they are

hands-on professionals in their field. Their role, therefore, requires respect. As efforts

intensify to embed democratic values in school environments, it is crucial to emphasise

inclusivity. This encompasses the well-being and participation of all of the members of the

school community, from the children to the teachers and parents and other staff. Thus,

fostering respectful and considerate relationships becomes integral. To foster an enriched

learning environment, it is necessary to carve out spaces and opportunities for educators

to engage in mutual learning, thereby cultivating a tradition of continuous professional

enhancement (Blick über den Zaun, 2011). Such initiatives not only augment teachers’

competencies but also chart a progressive trajectory for their professional journeys. Equally

vital is the role of educational institutions in enlightening their surrounding communities
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about the intricate nature of quality education. By doing so, they can nurture an informed

community, fostering greater understanding and support for the educational process (Kim &

Bryan, 2017). To encapsulate it, the essence of dialogic relationships is not confined solely

to the dynamic between children and educators. It extends to encompass all stakeholders –

be it parents, teachers, or children, essentially every individual, both young and old, involved

in the educational journey.

Democratic schools may also face criticism for potentially embodying neoliberal and

individualistic values in their educational approach. It is worth noting that in numerous

democratic societies, neoliberalism either dominates or is steadily gaining ground in the

education sector. While some democratic schools push back against this trend, others

seem to embrace it. From an analytical standpoint, there are two core challenges with

neoliberalism when viewed through the lens of inclusivity. The first issue stems from

how neoliberalism conflicts with the ethos of greater participation and self-expression as

envisioned by democratic schools. In the neoliberal paradigm, self-expression is geared

towards optimising individual productivity within society and its economic structure. This

angle risks misinterpreting the personalised learning ideal, aligning it more with the

development of individual human capital than with genuine personal and civic growth. The

second concern revolves around the neoliberal perspective on democracy and its seeming

indifference to the principle of inclusion. Under this model, one’s inclusion hinges on their

economic productivity. Take, for instance, the realm of human resources, where there is a

belief that diverse teams boost creativity and productivity. Here, inclusion appears to be a

byproduct of economic benefit — you’re included because of the added value you bring, not

necessarily because it’s a fundamental right (Boban & Hinz, 2017).

What can we do then?

While a multitude of concepts and examples surrounding democratic schools exist, one

might wonder, “What steps should I take?” Amidst the plethora of ideas and seemingly

flawless models, it is crucial not to be daunted. Remember, no democratic school sprang

into existence instantly. This underscores that there is a role for you to play, even if it begins

as a modest stride, always keeping the grand vision in sight. A pivotal point to embrace

is the understanding of democracy not as a static ideal to replicate but as an ongoing

journey of democratisation. It is about amplifying participation, championing inclusion, and

continuously challenging societal norms and conventional boundaries.

Diving deeper, consider the dynamics among the three neighbouring households. They,

like any close-knit community, might encounter disputes. Confronting these differences,

they might engage in intense dialogue, but eventually, harmony is restored. Just as with

democracies or our daily interactions, the essence is not an external facade but lies in our

interpersonal exchanges. It is not a plateau you achieve and then rest; it is a continuous

endeavour.
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Crafting a democratic school is essentially a journey where community members actively

shape and redefine themselves and their collective identity through their shared

experiences over time. The fruits of this journey manifest as more deliberate decisions,

practices, and engagement within the community occurs. Central to this idea is the belief

that autonomy is not just handed over; it emerges from experiences and in turn, shapes

them. These experiences are deeply intertwined with the other core principles of a

democratic school. Emphasising the foundation for such experiences, growth involves

immersing individuals in certain experiences consistently. Moreover, this growth thrives

in relationships guided by specific frameworks. Within the democratic school framework,

growth is perceived holistically. Such growth takes root in a community engaged in

continuous self-reflection, utilising tools and methods that prompt particular experiences

at just the right moments. This suggests growth is a timely process, underscoring the need

for patience within the community. This understanding stresses a step-by-step learning

evolution and highlights the importance of diverse learning avenues vital for holistic skill

development. From this vantage point, the sustainability of these shared experiences is

pivotal for genuine growth. As these structured experiences accumulate, paired with guided

relationships, it paves the way for the evolution of both individual members and the larger

community, and their autonomy and heteronomy.

Every educator, each institution, and perhaps each human being has the potential to

embark on the path toward a more democratic educational setting. Democratic schools

across the globe did not just appear; they were crafted and continue to evolve. For those

aspiring to absorb insights from these schools and integrate aspects into their conventional

settings, initiating change could be as straightforward as addressing an existing minor

challenge, something already recognised as an inconvenience by peers. The thought could

be, “This has become bothersome. Why not rectify it democratically?” An excellent starting

point might be the ‘index for inclusion’ (Booth & Ainscow, 2002, 2011). This index presents

an expansive list of questions, beginning with hundreds and escalating to thousands,

none of which have a single answer. The purpose is to foster collective introspection and

dialogue within the educational community, offering a plethora of queries related to the

school’s culture, policies, and practices. The emphasis is not on seeking perfect solutions,

but rather on discerning beneficial and manageable subsequent steps. At the heart of

the index lies the dual aim of diminishing obstacles to both participation and learning,

seamlessly intertwining the ideals of inclusion and democracy.

In wrapping up, numerous entry points exist for embarking on this journey. Regrettably,

a universal, one-size-fits-all approach remains elusive. The solution should align

harmoniously with the unique attributes of each school, the educational milieu, and the

encompassing community.

That said, structured methods to foster school growth and professional evolution for

educators do exist. For instance, the chapter on continuing personal development offers

guidance on collaboratively addressing prevalent inclusion challenges alongside
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colleagues. Should personal growth be your focus, the chapter discussing diverse teaching

staff and role models might serve as an insightful foundation. For those inclined towards

initiating more extensive transformations within their institutions, there are two chapters

about school administration and about implementation of a democratic policy in different

parts of this open access material.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=419#h5p-43

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

To teacher-candidates/students

• Which teaching style of your professors/lecturers do you like? Why? How do they

interact with you and your fellow students? Which element is dialogic?

• Which method of learning fits for you and which doesn’t? Why? Which form of learning

is this? Individual, collaborative, in a group, etc.

• In which situation did you learn the most about inclusion / about democracy? Who

(teacher, peers, yourself) had which role there? Why was that situation possible? What

would have made it impossible? Identify the specific aspect that made it impossible

and turn it upside down!

To teachers

• What is a problem you and your colleagues could easily face?

• Which question of the index for inclusion surprised you?

• What really annoys you at your school?

• What is the most attractive aspect of a democratic school for you?

• What aspects of human rights education are already part of your practice? What

aspects do you wish would be a part of it?

• Where do you give your children space for change in your school?

• How and where are parents and other community members involved in your school?

• How do you give feedback to your children about their learning process? How do

children give feedback to you?
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SOCIAL SPACE ORIENTATION AND
INCLUSION

Cynthy K. Haihambo; Chloë Keegan; and Victor Tan Chee Shien

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=339#oembed-1

Example Case

“Example quote”

who, Institution, Country

Initial questions

Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development (UNESCO, 2023), highlights the importance of

social space in fostering the inclusion and well-being of humans, irrespective of their

individual and socio-cultural characteristics. Where inclusion promotes peaceful and happier

societies, social exclusion proves detrimental to social well-being and contributes to

loneliness, unhappiness, and isolation. Given the abstract and expansive of the concept, we
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will approach the term context by defining social spaces as the space where interaction

occurs. In this chapter, we use case scenarios to invite readers to reimagine the social space

and elements that act out in it. Our perspective is that inclusion is a natural process that can

benefit everyone. In this chapter, we will answer the following questions:

1. What is social space orientation and inclusion?

2. How do social actors influence the inclusivity of social spaces?

3. How can diverse voices be heard and accounted for in inclusive social spaces?

Introduction to Topic

Social space is a complex concept which encompasses space, dynamic interactions and

relationships, and shapes how individuals experience and navigate their social

surroundings . Social spaces can take the form of any physical space such as school,

playgrounds , parks, libraries, shopping centres, restaurants, sports fields, and

entertainment centres. Castells (2020) noted how our conception of “space” changes with

the development of technology, where the speed of communication and information

soliciting is becoming instantaneous (LeGates & Stout, 2020). Such changes redefine the

context of physical spaces in architecture and urbanism and consequently, spaces, and

their engagement, become less defined. Rather than define it within physical spaces only,

we approach the concept with a more reflexive concept of social space as a ‘space’

where people have opportunities to come together to interact. This is not to suggest that

they lack contextual boundaries, rather the spaces are more reflexive in how interactions

are observed. Inclusion and inclusivity in the social space are reflected in how people

engage, interact, and relate with others and, the environment, and relate to broader societal

structures.

Maybe add some basic information on what is meant with “social space” ? Maybe not all

readers have heard about the concept of “social space” before?

For me, this would be a perfect introductory explanation of what social spaces can be.

Key aspects

The chapter addresses social spaces through the main elements presented with

consideration to interaction with centrality to the self : such as the lifespan, power dynamics

and structural disadvantage. The central theme focuses on the aspect of relativity, where

the individual is the main component? Critics of social spaces often fail to be inclusive

even when attempts have been made to make a space inclusive. Literature on cognitive
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studies draws focus heavily on the relativity of interaction and with it, the spaces (Raven,

2020). When considerations of space solely focus on physical attributes, the people and

interactions that make, and give space meaning, are often forgotten (Kusch, 2019). In the

case studies presented, we intentionally choose to represent individuals across different

life stages, highlighting the benefits and challenging the myths of inclusion. Each aspect

is further illustrated through vignettes and case studies as a means to invite readers

to engage with the concepts personally. The role of inclusive social spaces, and how

interactions exist in that space, cannot be underestimated.

Lifespan Development

Erikson outlined eight stages of development from cradle to grave (Overstreet, 2023), and

while these stages were widely used, pre-natal development was added to the nature/

nurture discourse in date? (Newman & Newman, 2012; Overstreet, 2023). The development

stages included:

• Prenatal; prenatal development and birth

• Infancy; up to 24 months,

• Early childhood; 2 to 6 years

• Middle childhood; 6 to 11 year

• Adolescence; 12 to 20 years

• Early adulthood; 21 to 34 years

• Middle adulthood; 34 to 50 years

• Late adulthood; 51 to 60 years

• Death and Dying; 61 to death

It is important to note that these stages are approximate and subject to different

experiential elements within each construct (Newman & Newman, 2012; Overstreet, 2023).

Nevertheless, they are informative of the social spaces that one will encounter as they

develop over a normative life course. In infancy, one would encounter caregivers as the

primary engagement elements while in early childhood one will be exposed to others like

themselves. In middle childhood, one would be exposed to a schooling environment while

in early adulthood one would engage with the work environment, and so on. Recognising

the developmental needs of an individual in the life space determines the format and types

of interaction that will take place. Interactions and spaces exist that individuals can choose

to engage in, but there are also interactions and spaces that are imposed on individuals in

everyday social situations. In childcare (at the infant stage), we play with other individuals

who may, or may not, have similar interests. In a school setting (at the adolescent stage),

we may have to work with peers we do not like, and we encounter the wider online digital

spaces. When we reach adulthood, we behave in work environments where our moral
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stance may be challenged. In old age, we seek control where, if a lack of control occurs, we

may withdraw from interactions.

Raven (2020) focuses on how individuals form awareness and make meaning of a space,

which is very much grounded in the purpose and engagement of the space. As humans

develop over our lifespan, the meaning and engagement of space change (Fingerman,

2011). A school may be an educational space for students, but it is an employment space

for teachers. While space may be bounded and defined physically, in a relative context, its

attributes and purpose are interaction-vested (Kusch, 2019). In discussions where space is

subjectively contextualised, any discussion of space quickly retracts back into subjectivity.

Any subjective discussion of space in this regard may be too theoretical? as even in

identical spaces, interactions will not happen in the same manner due to a variety of

conditions/elements? Rather than restrict discussion at the physical spatial level, perhaps

attention should be focused on the most constant element of any human mechanism: the

people.

Life span Development and the Social Space

As individuals develop across their lifespans, their social space grows and shrinks in

tandem (Lerner et al., 2010; Fingerman, 2011). Human beings live in social and cultural

contexts where behaviour and cognition are formed through interactional exchanges. These

interactional exchanges enable individuals to learn mechanisms of behaviours that either

foster or dissuade the connections we seek. In infancy, we seek attachment with others in

our immediate surroundings, while in adolescence we seek affirmation from peers. When

we reach adulthood, we seek intimate relations which continue through to old age, where

often what we seek is the culmination of our experiences accumulated over our life course

(Lang & Fingerman, 2004; Lerner et al., 2010; Qualter et al., 2015). Our need for social

interaction changes the context of social space in that we enmesh ourselves in, and with,

spaces in which we are the most engaged . The neurological feedback generated as a

result of purposeful engagement informs whether a foster or dissuade approach is taken:

foster when we like it, dissuade when we do not (Lerner et al., 2010). The consideration of

social space thus becomes a concern as a multitude of elements combine to form a defined

space in the ever-evolving society. These elements include not just the physical space but

also the actors within each space: the people.

Purposeful Engagement

The working definition of space now includes a focus on interactions as the primary

identifier. We intentionally moved away from the physical attribution of space and suggest

that interaction occurs beyond the physical context of social space in a modern-day

context, to one where different elements require consideration. In other words, the

contextual elements involved in inclusion emphasise the role of purposeful inclusion, rather
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than functional inclusion, which only engages at a more superficial level. In the ‘The Street

Life Project’ directed by Whyte between 1969 and 1975, it was shown that neither the

size or shape of a park or plaza explained why people chose to use it but seating space,

water, sunlight, food vendors, and easy access made a substantial difference (in LeGates

& Stout, 2020). This was largely based on the purpose of utilisation rather than aesthetics.

True inclusion should account for purposeful engagement rather than superficial physical

providence which can create exclusion even in an inclusive space.

Drawing from the following vignette of a 60-year-old semi-retired elderly lady, the context

of control and purpose is particularly evident.

As a 60-year-old semi-retired lady, Huang Kieu, first heard about the communal garden from cikgu
(teacher) Farhan who lived down the road. He introduced to her the concept of the communal

garden, a council initiative, where they can choose a plot for a very minimal fee and do what they
want with it. The space wasn’t large, two simple two-by-five-metre plots amongst the 14 other plots
owned by other growers. It was a space where growers in the community, and their families in tow

sometimes, often gather daily to discuss not just gardening, but also daily affairs from work to
dinner. Her children had previously objected to her gardening under the hot sun for no apparent

purpose but eventually gave in when they saw how happy she was. To her, the communal garden
was a space where she could interact with others and yet be purposefully engaged unlike just sitting

or strolling in the park where she had nothing to do. In her words, she liked that the garden was a
‘space of her own where she could decide on what to grow’. She had even contributed to the local

community at her first harvest, giving her a sense of satisfaction unlike anything she felt in the past
few years.

~An elderly’s experience with communal gardening in Malaysia

Research on purposeful engagement highlights the associations between psychological

well-being and health which implies a mind-body connection mediated via the neural

circuits in the brain (Ryff et al., 2016). Such research highlights the importance of purposeful

engagement and their contribution to acute and sustained neural responses which are

essential to well- being . Even when a physical space is only designed for a specific

purpose, an interactionist aspect to the space gives its more meaning. Bruin (2020) drew

upon this concept in education policies (where?) in understanding the need to consider the

perspective of all learners. No matter how inclusive we design a space to be, it must take

into account the users’ needs or else risks being arbitrarily delegatory . Carpentier (2016)

also noted how education management must understand that participation, interaction, and

access are very different concepts. Meaningless participation not only does not contribute

to inclusion, but it also creates a false sense of inclusion that instead expands exclusion at

an unconscious level. Much of these invisible exclusions over time become normative and

taken for granted.

Invisible Exclusion

Aligning the concept with inclusion means considering countless different perspectives.

While inclusion and exclusion are measured and defined differently across contexts, many

agree on concepts of rejection and ostracism . In terms of ostracism, the context of
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being ignored in an inclusive space is an increasing concern. Research notes how reframing

and re-imagination of exclusion with more expansive sociological indicators better

accounts for its address. This context engages with the notion of exclusion even in

inclusive spaces, where if an individual may not be directly ignored, any type of social

exclusion increases the feelings of being ignored (Wesselmann et al., 2016). The context

of invisible exclusion is more well-developed in subjects of gender and intersectionality

studies (Settles et al., 2020; Tan & DeFrank-Cole, 2023). While inclusive practices are often

conscious decisions and attempts to create a safer environment, an often-unconscious

result is the creation of exclusion in less aware domains. A simple example could be

observed in how teachers conduct group work in a classroom. Are all individuals in the

group contributing or is any individual not meaningfully involved? How can task design

better create an environment where everyone is engaged meaningfully? Teachers need to

be aware of the hidden, or unconscious, creation of exclusion in the classroom.

• How can dynamics of interaction be both inclusive and exclusive at the same time in

the classroom?

Resistance to Inclusion

Another hurdle to inclusion is the resistance that is encountered by existing users of the

space in which changes are often accorded (Settles et al., 2020). The following presents an

interview with Ms Jacelyn Lim, Executive Director of Autism Resource Centre, Singapore, on

engaging with the Enabling Village:

Example – The Enabling Village

Working for people with disabilities, we were very intentional in that the challenge in most

social spaces is about how to include people’s special needs. When we were looking at this

space, because it’s largely going to be occupied or be filled with people with special needs,

we had to make it very intentional to be to have to include people without special needs. So

in what we call a reverse inclusion.

…..

So on the hardware aspect we wanted to make sure that it’s fenced less, you know it doesn’t

have fence and all so that people will look at it and say it’s welcoming because in our Asian

culture, there’s still a lot of ,a lot of , you know, considerations a lot of taboo around coming
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to a space where people with special needs you. It’s still very institutionalised in that sense.

So we were very intentional that we must not make it closed, we need to open up the space.

We wanted to provide services. Not losing the employment and training mandate, but to

provide services where people in typical the neighbourhood , the community will come into

this space, have reasons to come in. So I think this was very intentional. We wanted to make

sure that people have reasons to come to shop ,and when they come to shop , they will see

that . So the interaction becomes as normalised as possible through provision of services

such as retail F&B, Professor Brawn (restaurant) is here, run by us. So when there is more of

that common community kind of services, you find that the neighbourhood will be more

inclined to come, so we kind of created the place, created a space for them to come in and

they are served by people with disabilities. The best way to actually show at the end of the

day is to show the public that they can coexist with us in our communities in a very normal

fashion. I don’t have to deliberately create a special workshop and interact with them, but

they interact things through services provided by them and all.

…..

Yeah, I think it’s very powerful that it’s a natural space, it’s not a space or not interaction that

is forced because we want to be included, but it’s a space that is naturally occurring. So, I

think inclusion in the larger sense. To drive inclusion is sometimes hard to just go and pitch,

you know, just tell people, drive inclusion. I think in that sense, we try to show how we do it.

You are including a message you know of seeing abilities and also in that sense we are

already slowly including them into our social fabric. Yeah. So I think I might see it and from

multi-prong approach. This space has gone beyond the space like to be able to drive the

message of social inclusion because with this space that’s created awareness, it has also

given rise to opportunity for us to share.

~Interview with Jacelyn on the Enabling Village (Singapore)

*The Enabling Village is an initiative by the Ministry of Social and Family Development and

SG Enable Ltd which combines retail, lifestyle and training for disabled members of the

community in an all-accessible public space

(More can be found The Enabling Village – Enabling Village).

The concept that the Enabling Village engages and explores natural and purposeful

engagement rather than the traditional approach to inclusion . While traditional approaches

to inclusion seek to ‘make’ a physical space inclusive, the enabling village adopts the

working principle that ‘purpose’ is in nature, neither inclusive nor exclusive, but rather

met or not. From this outlook, the purpose is normative and natural regardless of the

attributes of all involved (e.g. buying coffee ~ I came to buy coffee ~ coffee is sold). In both

organisational and educational research, resistance to inclusion is often met when systems
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are required to change unnaturally (Gallegos et al., 2008; Bruin, 2020). Unnatural in the sense

that changes or interventions do not serve a functional purpose but instead create another

layer of considerations. While it may be more basic in less complex systems, interventions

in complex systems may require too many operational mechanics to change to adapt to

inclusion (Gallegos et al., 2008). In purposeful engagement, the consideration should not be

that of only individuals with needs but also other / all individuals included in the interaction.

Where interactions are natural and value-added, not only will less resistance be met, but

success factors will also increase . Teachers need to capture and illuminate the value of

inclusion to dispel the myths and misconceptions of inclusion.

Power Dynamics

In discussions about inclusivity within social spaces, the orientation and organisation of the

physical space is often the focus of attention. While physical accessibility is important, the

power dynamics between social actors frequently exert a more profound influence on the

inclusivity of a space. Understanding these power dynamics is crucial for creating social

spaces where all individuals feel a sense of belonging. In this section, we will look at how

inclusion within social spaces depends not just on the physical accessibility and design of

an environment, but on the power dynamics at play.

Power dynamics refer to the ways in which power is distributed and exercised within

social interactions. According to Foucault (1980) , power is not merely held but is relational

and pervasive, embedded within social norms, practices, and institutions. In any given

social setting, such as educational, professional, or familial, power dynamics shape the

nature and accessibility of interactions for participation. Power can be clearly visible, such

as through formal authority, or it can be subtle, generated through informal social norms

and expectations (Giddens, 1984) . In a classroom, for example, power dynamics are visible

in the authority held by the teacher and the varying dominant and passive positionings of

students. Teachers typically hold significant influence over classroom activities, decision-

making and the establishment of social norms. This authority can impact on the students’

feelings of inclusion or exclusion, depending on how the teacher interacts with and values

their voice.

Power dynamics are pivotal in determining the inclusivity of a social space. The influence

of these dynamics travel beyond the design of the physical space by affecting the

interpersonal interactions and decision-making processes of social actors. For instance,

decision-making power often rests with individuals or groups who hold formal or informal

authority. These decision-makers have the ability to set rules, distribute resources, and

shape social norms. When those in power prioritise their own interests or the interests

of a dominant group over others, they may indirectly marginalise others as being less

powerful. This dynamic can lead to systemic exclusion, where certain voices and needs

are consistently overlooked. For instance, research on educational settings by Ball (2012)
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highlights how institutional power can influence which students’ needs are addressed and

which are ignored, thereby affecting the overall inclusivity of the environment. According

to Bourdieu (1986), those with more power often control the flow of information and the

validation of ideas. If powerful individuals, such as educators or managers, do not actively

listen to and engage with the perceived less dominant voices of social spaces, it can create

an environment where only certain contributions are recognised and valued, reinforcing

feelings of exclusion among those who are marginalised. These feelings of exclusion

and isolation then become socially normalised for social actors who may perceive their

power positioning as something that is permanent within a social space or structure. As

Giddens (1984) notes, social structures are both constraining and empowering, shaping

individuals’ interactions and their access to resources. Social norms that favour certain

groups or perspectives can create a hierarchical social structure where some individuals

are systematically privileged while others are marginalised, impacting the perceived value

of the groups and their level of inclusivity overall. This is particularly relevant in educational

settings, where research by Cohen and Lotan (2014) demonstrates how group dynamics

and classroom norms can affect students’ participation and inclusion. They reveal that

the roles and hierarchies established within social groups can either encourage or hinder

a person’s engagement, depending on how dominant or passive students are recognised,

positioned and responded to.

The empowerment of marginalised individuals is intrinsically linked to power dynamics

in fostering genuine inclusion in a social space. According to Arnstein (1969) , effective

participation involves not just symbolic inclusion, but also the redistribution of power to

ensure that marginalised voices can influence decisions and social spaces. Tokenism,

where marginalised groups are superficially included without real impact, reflects a power

dynamic where the position of the powerful remains within the dominant group. As a

result, the dominant group retains control over decision-making processes and resource

allocation, while marginalised voices have limited influence on meaningful outcomes. In

this context, power is defined by a social actor’s ability to affect decisions and outcomes

within their social spaces. Arnstein’s model illustrates that real empowerment requires

a shift in power relations, allowing marginalised individuals to not only be present, but

also to have a purposeful role in decision-making processes. This redistribution of power

involves creating structures that support meaningful engagement, such as ensuring that

marginalised groups have the resources, authority and support to influence decisions.

Dewey (1916) f urther links power to the inclusivity of a social space through his advocacy

for democratic education. Dewey emphasised that education should be a participatory

process where students and other stakeholders share power in shaping their learning

experiences. By involving students in curriculum design, policy development and classroom

management, educators can alter the power dynamics within educational settings and

improve upon the inclusivity of the social space. This participatory approach helps to
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dismantle traditional power hierarchies and fosters a more inclusive environment where

diverse perspectives are acknowledged, considered and valued.

Finally, inclusion within social spaces hinges not only on the physical accessibility and

design of an environment, but on the power dynamics at play. While the orientation of

physical spaces is crucial for accessibility, it is the distribution and exercise of power

among social actors that profoundly influence the sense of belonging and inclusion within

these spaces. Power is relational and embedded in social norms and institutions, shaping

how interactions and participation occur. Power dynamics manifest in visible forms, such

as formal authority, and in subtle forms, such as informal social norms, all which impact the

inclusivity of any environment. Ultimately, fostering genuine inclusion requires addressing

power dynamics and ensuring that marginalised individuals have purposeful roles in

decision-making processes. This involves creating structures that support meaningful

engagement, challenging tokenistic practices and promoting a participatory approach that

recognises and values diverse perspectives. Through these efforts of reflecting upon

existing power dynamics, social spaces can be an inclusive place for all individuals,

mitigating against feelings of isolation or social exclusion, thereby enhancing the sense of

belonging and active participation of social actors within the social space.
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Consider the following:

Ben is four years old living in Dublin, Ireland with his father, mother and two older siblings. Ben
wakes up on a typical Thursday morning to the voice of his mother telling him he has to come
downstairs to eat his breakfast before he gets ready to go to preschool. Ben doesn’t feel hungry but
goes downstairs to the kitchen because his mother said so. If he does not do as his mother says, his
mother gets angrier and shouts louder until Ben does as he is told. Ben knows there is no point in
telling his mother that he is not hungry, so he stays quiet. Ben sits down at the table eating cereal. He
hated sitting at the table in the morning because he was always surrounded by empty chairs. He
looks forward to dinner time later because that’s the only part of the day where he can spend some
time with his family altogether. Ben wishes he was in preschool. At least there he could play outside
with his best friend Adam.

In preschool, Ben is part of the Flying Bees classroom. His favourite part of the day is playing
outside because he can play with his best friend Adam who is part of the Butterfly classroom. Just
as Ben and Adam begin to plan their chasing game, it begins to rain and their educators shout “Okay
everyone, time to come inside!”. Ben feels frustrated. He has been waiting all day to play with Adam
and does not want to stop just because his educators said so. He knows Adam doesn’t go to school
on Fridays because his parents work from home. Adam has told Ben how boring Fridays are because
he spends the day waiting for his parents to finish working. He will have to wait longer before he can
see Adam again. He feels angry towards the rain. If it wasn’t raining he could play with Adam. He
then feels angry towards his educators. If they wore a raincoat like his they would love playing in the
rain too. Ben feels he should ask to stay outside longer. If his educators know that he wants to play
with Adam, maybe they will let him. He walks over to his educator and asks “Can I stay outside with
Adam? It’s Saturday tomorrow so we won’t see each other for ages!” His educator walks away,
ignoring Ben. Ben runs behind her shouting “Can we please stay outside?” His educator replies “No,
it’s raining. Maybe later.” Ben knew whenever his educator said “Maybe later” it meant no. He sadly
waves goodbye to Adam who goes to the other end of the building. Ben wishes for a large roof to
cover their playground. At least then if it rained, he could still play with Adam.

When home, Ben sees his older siblings have already returned from school and are playing a board
game. He runs over “Can I play too?” His siblings, focused on the game, barely look at him and say,
“No Ben, you’re just a baby, you can’t play this game.” The siblings laugh together. After being
dismissed by his siblings, Ben turns to his parents who are sitting on the couch scrolling their
phones. “Mam, Dad, can we play a game together?” he asks, trying to get their attention. His mother
sighs, “Maybe later Ben. We’re busy.” His father adds “Why don’t you go play with your toys?” Hearing
“Maybe later” reminds him of his educators in preschool. Feeling ignored and invisible, Ben wanders
into the kitchen. He picks up his toy car and starts to play by himself. Ben wishes he had his own
house and garden so he could play with Adam all the time. At least then he would have someone
who listens to him.

Reflection
Think about a time when you or someone you know felt ignored or dismissed in a social space

during your childhood. What actions or change in behaviour could you have engaged with to improve
on your feelings of isolation? What actions or changes in behaviour by those around could have
improved that experience into one of inclusion and validation for you? How can you apply these
insights to improve the social environments for children like Ben?

Points to think about:
● Times when you felt you could not voice your opinion – why was this the case, relating to the

people around you?
● What body language did you experience from others that signalled you could not express your

voice? What body language were you expressing at the time and how would this be perceived?
● What could you and others have done differently to make the social space experience more

inclusive?

Example Case – Intergenerational Learning Initiatives

In the Netherlands , intergenerational activities have been integrated into community
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programmes in local libraries, community centres and care homes. Activities like

storytelling and joint gardening sessions were facilitated , giving a purposeful shared

meaning for children and older adults to socially connect together, resulting in a reduction in

age-related stereotypes (Groot and van Gils, 2016). The generational approach to structured

activities generated ongoing opportunities for children and older adults to build mutual

respect and shared understanding on a regular basis. Initiating these intergenerational

activities into common spaces created environments where social inclusion thrived,

demonstrating that inclusion is not merely about the physical design of a space, but about

creating opportunities for meaningful social interaction.

Similar to the Netherlands, in Italy, art workshops and cooking classes were also

delivered to generate inclusivity between the different age groups. By making the activities

culturally relevant, Italy fostered a sense of community belonging among children and older

adults (Bertolini and Luppi, 2017). Not only were children and older people socially engaged

collectively, but cultural ties across generations were also reinforced. This approach

highlighted how inclusion can be achieved through the recognition of shared cultural

heritage and family traditions, creating a social space where generational bonds are

strengthened through cultural experiences and knowledge.

In Portugal, the main focus was on outdoor activities and environmental education, such

as nature walks and community gardening, creating a common shared purpose between

children and older adults. By engaging together in activities with a shared goal of improving

their environment, participants from both groups demonstrated better understanding of

environmental issues as well as strengthening intergenerational collaboration (Coelho and

Pinto, 2018). These inclusive practices encouraged a sense of ecological responsibility and

environmental stewardship. The approach demonstrated that inclusion can be improved

by identifying shared community goals and facilitating opportunities for collaboration that

promotes the environmental well-being of communities strengthened by intergenerational

engagement.

In Slovenia, intergenerational activities were implemented into established local festivals

and cultural events. According to Pahor and Kump (2018), by utilising cultural festivals as

a social space where people participated, this proved to be an effective tool to implement

intergenerational activities as part of the festival schedule by delivering art workshops,

storytelling and traditional games and encouraging diverse social engagement. This

approach highlights the benefits of integrating inclusive practices into a country’s existing

cultural frameworks, where intergenerational interactions can become an intrinsic part of a

country’s community and social life.

The Impact of Intergenerational Learning

1. Reduction of Social Isolation
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• Netherlands: In line with findings from other countries, the Netherlands saw a 25%

decrease in social isolation among older adults who engaged in intergenerational

activities such as gardening and storytelling, driven by the meaningful engagement and

shared experiences with children and their peers (Groot and van Gils, 2016).

• Italy: Older adults participating in intergenerational activities experienced a 20%

reduction in social isolation in the Italian context. The shared activities with younger

generations helped build strong interpersonal connections and reduced feelings of

loneliness (Rossi and Ferrari, 2019).

• Portugal: Intergenerational programmes that focused on environmental activities led

to a notable 25% reduction in feelings of loneliness among older adults. These

programmes provided meaningful interactions through shared environmental projects

and fostered connections between generations (Coelho and Pinto, 2018).

• Slovenia: In Slovenia, older adults reported a 30% reduction in loneliness when

intergenerational activities were integrated into their local cultural events (Pahor and

Kump, 2018).

2. Enhanced Cognitive and Emotional Development in Children

• Netherlands: Children benefited from a 20% increase in cognitive skills and a 15%

improvement in social-emotional skills as a result of intergenerational activities like

storytelling and shared learning projects (Groot and van Gils, 2016).

• Italy: Significant improvements were observed, with children showing a 25% increase

in social skills and a 20% enhancement in emotional resilience. These gains were

attributed to the rich, interactive experiences with older adults (Bertolini and Luppi,

2017).

• Portugal: Children participating in intergenerational activities showed a 15%

improvement in social-emotional skills and a 20% increase in cognitive development.

These activities helped children develop a broader perspective and better emotional

resilience through interactions with older adults (Coelho and Pinto, 2018).

• Slovenia: Children involved in intergenerational programmes reported a 20% increase

in both cognitive and social-emotional skills. These programmes facilitated meaningful

exchanges with older generations, contributing to enhanced development (Pahor and

Kump, 2018).

3. Increased Community Cohesion

• Netherlands: The implementation of intergenerational activities like gardening and

storytelling resulted in a 35% improvement in social inclusion and community

cohesion, driven by the collective efforts of different age groups working together

(Groot and van Gils, 2016).

708 | SOCIAL SPACE ORIENTATION AND INCLUSION



• Italy: Community cohesion saw a 30% improvement due to intergenerational

programmes. These initiatives helped foster a stronger sense of community by

encouraging collaboration between generations on various projects (Rossi and Ferrari,

2019).

• Portugal: The focus on intergenerational environmental projects led to a 40% increase

in community engagement and collective responsibility. Both children and older adults

collaborated on shared goals, which strengthened community ties (Coelho and Pinto,

2018).

• Slovenia: There was a remarkable 45% increase in social inclusion and a heightened

sense of belonging due to the integration of intergenerational activities into cultural

events. This approach effectively leveraged existing social structures to enhance

community cohesion (Pahor and Kump, 2018).

Intergenerational learning initiatives highlight the profound benefits of social inclusion

across diverse cultural contexts, as evidenced by the positive outcomes in countries like

Portugal, Italy, Slovenia, and the Netherlands. By fostering meaningful interactions between

generations, these programmes not only reduce social isolation among older adults, but

also enhance cognitive and emotional development in children. When tailored to the unique

cultural contexts of each country, whether through environmental projects in Portugal, local

cultural events in Slovenia, cooking traditional food in Italy or storytelling and gardening in

the Netherlands, these initiatives create shared experiences that bridge generational gaps

and strengthen social inclusion regardless of the physical space of the initiative. Ultimately,

intergenerational learning serves as a powerful tool, demonstrating the power of social

dynamics in enhancing the inclusivity of physical space and generating social spaces that

are underpinned by collective meaning and a shared purpose.

This case study examines the implementation and impact of intergenerational learning

initiatives in various countries and demonstrates the power of the physical accessibility

and social dynamics of a space in enhancing the inclusivity of the environment. Schools,

for example, are distinct social spaces in themselves. In many instances, schools are the

first introduction of a social context to an individual (see Lifespan Development and the

Social Space). Schools should be safe spaces where learners can disclose their experiences

to teachers and other school staff, who, in turn, should promote inclusion for all learners.

Schools should encourage inclusive practices that originate from one’s ability to act (or

participation?), whether that means to leave or to stay. Ultimately, teachers who reflect on

their practice have the capacity to create inclusion through their actions and engagement

with students, and by recognising how physical space in itself does not make an

environment inclusive, rather it is the individuals in the space that makes the difference.

Consider the prompts below to reflect on your personal experiences within social spaces:

• What are your memorable moments of feeling included in certain social spaces?
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(prompt: who were there? what did they do? what did you do?)

• What are your memorable moments of feeling excluded in certain social spaces?

(prompt: who were there? what did they do? what did you do?)

Structural Disadvantage

The ability to participate in a space is often contrasted with structural factors such as social

class, religion, gender, ethnicity, race etc. that can be used to limit people’s opportunities to

access their rights (Drew C, 2023). They thrive in spaces that are aligned to their diverse

needs, and empower, and enable them to interact with the environment and others. In some

cases, however, humans face various limitations that inhibit their possibility to participate in

social interactions with their peers and other members of their communities. For example,

a young teen mother who juggles parenthood, schooling, and being a young person might

not have the time to join other young people in social spaces and may therefore feel

isolated. The situation will worsen if she lacks the digital devices to connect with others,

or the financial means to go to places where she can socialise with other young people.

Many local authorities provide parks and green spaces where people of all ages can spend

time relaxing and meet friends. However, underprivileged and marginalised people rarely

make use of such spaces for various reasons (such as?). Most people presenting with

diversity and disadvantage are often met with negative attitudes and prejudice (Francis

and Muthukrishna, 2018). While the latter elaborated on subtle forms of exclusion in the

curriculum in primary and secondary education, Adair (2014) emphasises inclusive policies

(Booth and Ainscow, 2011) to ensure inclusive spaces for preschoolers from migration

backgrounds.
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Let’s look at this picture of a social space

Picture taken by C. K. Haihambo Ya-Otto with consent for inclusion in educational material

The picture above represents a social space at a higher education institution in Namibia.

A. Think about various age groups of people that may interact in this space (intergenerational
conversations; persons with disabilities and other barriers; ethnic minorities and socio-economic
backgrounds). Do you think any person will feel safe or comfortable in this space?

B. What would you add to or remove from this space to make it more inclusive to a wider social
group, for example to people from marginalised backgrounds including persons with disabilities or
those who speak a minority language?

Educational institutions should be constantly aware of diversity in their school settings and

create cultures of inclusion in schools and communities (Ainscow 2000). If schools model

inclusion of for young people who are different, children and young people will learn to

respect diversity and reach out to those who do not blend in easily due to their unique

characteristics. These could be an immigrant who does not know the dominant language, a

child who has a disability and the playground makes no provision for their needs; a child or

young person who has limited access to food; or a teen parent who wishes s/he could go

out and hang out with others but fears to be mocked for being a parent.

How can schools and communities ensure that everyone has access to inclusive social
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spaces in which no one feels left out? Firstly, it is important to understand the school as

a social space. Social spaces can perpetuate exclusion through covert and overt forms.

Covert factors include the physical infrastructure of the social environment in terms of how

the physical environment is organised, the accessibility and safety considerations. Overt

factors to consider will be psychological or emotional symbols with relation to cultures,

values and norms. Booth and Ainscow (2000) identified three key indicators as part of their

Index for Inclusion. These are Inclusive Cultures, Inclusive Policies and Inclusive Practices.

For this chapter, we focus on inclusive cultures as key indicators of inclusive schools. Under

the dimension of Creating Inclusive Cultures, there are specific indicators that schools need

to consider such as:

Building community with sub-indicators:

● Everyone is made to feel welcome.
● Students help each other.
● Staff collaborate with each other.
● Staff and students treat one another

with respect.
● There is a partnership between staff

and parents/carers.
● Staff and governors work well

together.
● All local communities are involved in

the school.

Establishing inclusive values

● There are high expectations for all students.
● Staff, governors, students and parents/carers

share a philosophy of inclusion.
● Students are equally valued.
● Staff and students treat one another as

human beings as well as occupants of a ‘role’.
● Staff seek to remove barriers to learning and

participation in all aspects of the school.
● The school strives to minimise discriminatory

practices

Source: Booth and Ainscow in Centre for
Studies on Inclusive Education (2011)

Educational institutions that are intentionally reflective, and prioritise these values, will

create a socially inclusive learning and socialisation environment. Sabahat et al (2014)

explored the role of the social environment on the quality of intercultural friendships and

found that efforts should focus on ensuring schools become enablers of positive and

quality relationships.

In this section, we provided reflections on structural limitations and how these impacts

social space inclusion or exclusion. We encourage teachers to address issues in schools

and communities that have the potential to threaten peace, harmony, and social cohesion.

Using the following case study, try to apply the concepts covered to explore issues both

superficial and invisible.
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Consider the following:

Oscar is a 14-year-old boy who moved from a rural to an urban area in East Africa. Oscar moved with
his mother to an urban area when their land could no longer sustain them due to repeated drought
episodes. He finds almost everything in the city strange. He used to walk to school with his peers,
whom he knows. All he needed to do was to whistle, and everyone would come out of their
houses. Everyone would share whatever happened in their family, and if they needed advice,
everyone would add to the pool of solutions. Also, he lived in an extended family setup, where there
were older cousins who already had gone through body changes due to puberty and they would give
him tips. Nobody needed to tell him to attend to the goats or cows, as he knew exactly what to do
and when to do it. He can recognise each cow by its voice. He knew exactly what to do after school
and had friends to explain the homework where he didn’t understand.

Now, where he lives, he does not relate to anyone. The other children say they do not understand
his English when he talks. Yet, back in the village, Oscar used to be among the best learners in
English. Oscar finds it difficult to make friends at school. The only time he experiences friendship is
when he is in the taxi that takes him to and from school with three other children. He even
considered running away and finding his way back to the village, but the thought of leaving his
mother alone to do all the work at home and go to work deters him.

It was one of the girls in the taxi that told him about a place where young people meet after school
to do homework, but also talk about their dreams and challenges. This social space changed his life.
He was added to a WhatsApp group for this centre and because he was too shy to say that he
doesn’t have a smartphone, he agreed with his uncle to use his phone during weekends. One day he
made a big mistake by sending the message that was meant for his aunt, to this WhatsApp group
and he was embarrassed because he asked his aunt to send them food products from the village. He
thought everybody will laugh at him, but only a few people were gossiping about him and laughing at
him. A number of his peers came to him and encouraged him, with some sharing that they also
depend on food from the village.

He longs for the break to just go back to his village to do things he enjoys, but for now, he is
focused on completing school and supporting his family.

Reflection
Think about a time you had to move from a place you were used to. It could be when you moved

from one school to another; one family to another for example when your parents had to move for
purposes of work or if one of them had died as was the case during the COVID-19 pandemic, or like
Oscar, from a rural to an urban setting or from an urban to a rural area.

● What were the things you missed from your original place of residence?
● What were your new social spaces like (the playground at school or college, the park, the

spaces of entertainment)?
● Did you ever feel excluded or included in those social spaces? What could have/ made you

feel more included?
● As a teacher, what would you do to ensure that new learners/ students feel more included in

the school or community?

Conclusion

The chapter discussed how to raise awareness regarding social space orientation and

inclusion, not as an intrusive concept, but as a natural consideration for transition over

the life course. Rather than adopting a disruptive approach and changing for the sake of

inclusion, this chapter outlines that inclusion is beneficial for any individual in the social

space. We also challenged teacher-education students to expand inclusive education

discourse beyond academic competencies by focusing on the way social spaces can vary

throughout an individual’s lifespan. The case scenario provided discusses a broad range

of contexts, rather than the teacher’s perspective, to intentionally capture how teachers

contribute to the dynamics that occur within a social space as a crucial element amongst

the range of different social actors. Social space from our perspective presents as an
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interactional aspect rather than a physically defined domain. The expansive nature of social

spaces requires an element of self-reflection to allow for an in-depth understanding of

the influence and dynamics that exist within any social context. The case studies given

throughout this chapter have been specifically designed for readers to develop a relative

sense of engagement rather than a prescriptive approach to inclusion. We hope that readers

can adopt the same ethos in how we see inclusive education, that it is of itself, a holistic

discourse for social development that goes beyond the physical boundaries of an

environment.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=339#h5p-58

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

Social spaces can take the form of any physical space such as schools, playgrounds , parks,

libraries, shopping centres, restaurants, sports fields, and entertainment centres, among

others. Social spaces can also be invisible, virtual or emotional environments that have an

impact on how individuals feel accepted or rejected; safe or unsafe. Rather than the space

itself, think of the people most likely to interact with the space in access and use. It could be

something as simple as ‘Are there ramps for persons with disabilities and grandparents who

come to the school?’ or more complex considerations of ‘Are there hygiene facilities to support

girls at school?’ Are there support platforms for learners identifying as queer, transgender

or any other non-conventional sexual orientations? How about non-conventional beliefs or

religions? The answers to these questions may in some way explain why some children

watch others play from a distance even though they have the choice to actively and freely

participate. It is important for teachers to be conscious of social space orientation and the

role it plays in social inclusion, especially in the ever-increasing diverse school and community

populations.
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INCLUSIVE PLAY: NORM CREATIVE
APPROACHES TO TRANSFORM
INTEGRATIVE PLAY TO INCLUSIVE PLAY

Deirdre Forde; Sebastian Nemeth; Dean Vaughan; and Georga Dowling

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=367#oembed-1

Example Case

This is an example from a Danish school:

“It is a regular school day in a school-class for children between 8 – 9 years old. Thilde, one of

the children, has just started in the class, as she moved from another school. After having their

lunch, they are all sent out to the playground. Thilde asks her new classroom teacher if she

(the teacher) is also joining the class outside. The classroom teacher replies “No, but Helle

(another teacher) is outside at the school playground.”

Thilde makes it out the door and not that long after, another child approaches the classroom

teacher while holding Thilde’s hand. Thilde is visibly crying. The classroom teacher asks Thilde

“Why are you crying?” and Thilde explains that she couldn’t find any adults and it was very

noisy outside. The classroom teacher reaches for Thilde’s hand and takes her, outside to the

playground. Here on the other side of the building, in the shade of canopies, a few of the adults

are standing. The classroom teacher explains: “There’s always an adult present here.” And

Thilde nods. Helle, one of the other adults, goes to the playground with Thilde and participates

in a free play-activity by the sandpit. The bell rings and Thilde goes back inside.

The next break Thilde is outside again, and she is looking around for an adult. The adults

outside have changed to another group and there is no one she recognizes. A few minutes

later, one of the children comes into the teacher’s room with Thilde, looking for her classroom
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teacher. Thilde is crying and the classroom teacher once again shows her where the adults are

standing, then tells her, that there’s always adults around here, and no one is leaving her alone.

Then the classroom teacher leaves Thilde at the playground. After this, Thilde is no longer

observed participating in play at the playground, she walks around the corner of the play-area

and for a few weeks has little to no interaction with any of the adults.”

Initial questions

There are several questions that we pose to unpack what is happening within the scenario

above.

1. What is play?

2. What is inclusive play?

3. How might a teacher foster inclusive play?

4. How can we create a culture of inclusion and participation?

5. What are the effects of exclusion from play on children?

Introduction to Topic

Play has been at the heart of children’s learning for many years and the learning potential

rooted within play in terms of social and cognitive abilities is routinely recognised by

scholars and theorists from around the world (Ginsburg, 2007; Hayes, 2013; Hayes &

Filipovic, 2018; Moore & Lynch, 2018). Understanding that children have individual needs,

views, cultures, and beliefs that deserve to be listened too (UNCRC, 1989), is imperative to

ensure children develop positive self-identities (NCCA, 2009).

The notion of inclusion should not be viewed in isolation, but together with autonomy,

participation, rights and listening to the voice of children (Clark & Moss, 2005; Lundy,

2007). The concept that knowledge is socially constructed is integral to the notion of

a children’s rights-informed approach to participation (Lundy & McEvoy, 2012). Children’s

meaningful and authentic participation is fostered through the implementation of rights-

based approaches (Byrne & Lundy, 2019) that are responsive to the increasingly diverse

cultural and social worlds we live in (French & McKenna, 2023; O’Toole, Walsh & Kerrins,

2023). Teachers are constantly adapting to the ever-changing landscape of their classroom
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and the needs of each diverse group they teach (Brennan, 2012; French & McKenna, 2023).

Children learn these skills through a playful environment (Hayes, 2013; Hayes & Filipovic,

2018; NCCA, 2009). Play, and especially inclusive play, is a vehicle to meaningful

participation for children (Hayes, 2013).

Key aspects

What is play?

Play is the highest stage of the child’s development at this time; for it is a freely active

representation of the inner . . . It produces, therefore joy, freedom, satisfaction, repose within

and without . . . (Froebel, 1885: 30)

Anthropologists have studied play throughout the centuries and there has been evidence

of children telling stories, playing games, and dancing in the most primitive of eras (Flood &

Hardy, 2013). Plato was a big believer in the value of children’s play and even offered advice

to mother’s on promoting playful approaches at home (Flood & Hardy, 2013). Plato also

believed that the experiences children had in early childhood have a lasting impact on their

final development leading into adulthood. Friedrich Wilhelm Froebel and his philosophies

have not only contributed to the development of many play-based programmes globally

but through his gifts and theoretical workings he exemplifies investigative and experiential

play opportunities while maintaining the theme of unity within his philosophy (Bruce et al,

2019). Unity in the sense of play practices that cater for the wide variety of needs within our

education settings (Bruce et al, 2019; Froebel, 1885).

Defining Play

There are several definitions and understandings of play. Play has been at the heart of

children’s learning for years and open to interpretation and scrutiny from many theorists’

perspectives (French, 2018; Pyle & Danniels, 2017). Therefore, it is extremely difficult to

narrow the philosophy of ‘play’ into one succinct definition.

Play-based learning has been described as a teaching approach involving playful, child-

directed elements along with some degree of adult guidance, and scaffolded learning

objectives (Weisberg, Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff, 2013). It is moulded in Vygotskian and

Froebelian theory where a socialist approach to teaching and learning is encouraged and

teachers facilitate new ideas and knowledge within a modelled and purposeful framework

of play (Vygotsky, 1987). Rather than offering a universal definition, contemporary literature

on play and play-based learning draws on multiple perspectives regarding its complexity

(Bubikova-Moan, Hjetland & Wollscheid, 2019), which includes, but is not limited to: play and

whether play-based approaches translate into meaningful learning for children (Brooker,

Blaise & Edwards, 2014), the content within play and distinguishing between different play

types (Vorkapić & Katić, 2015), the importance of role-play (Bonilla-Sánchaz et al., 2022),
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the role of the adult during play (Hayes, 2013; Loizou & Loizou, 2022; Pyle & Danniels, 2017),

compatible assessments (Pyle & DeLuca, 2017; Pyle et al, 2022) and what we will explore

throughout this chapter; inclusive play (Danniels & Pyle, 2022).

For the purpose of this chapter, we are looking at inclusive play through the lens of the

classroom and the school community. What does inclusive play look like in the classroom

and how can we promote it within our teaching pedagogy?

Inclusive Play

When inclusion is being considered within a classroom there are two main schools of

thought: academic inclusion and community inclusion (Goransson & Nilholm, 2014). That is

how we, as teachers and educators, support the inclusion of children with diverse needs on

an academic level and on a community level. Viewpoints and understandings of this differ

greatly within the teaching communities (Danniels & Pyle, 2021). Kruse and Dedering (2018)

posit that differing views of the conceptualisation of inclusion leads to the implementation

of alternate inclusive teaching strategies. Now, with more and more children with diverse

needs attending mainstream school (Gottfried & Kirksey, 2019) teachers need to unpack

what their understanding of inclusion means.

Play is espoused as a sacred right of childhood, as a way in which young human beings

learn to be happy, mentally healthy human beings (Cannella, 2008). Inclusion refers to the

social justice principle that all children, including children with disabilities, belong to the

school community and are entitled to share in all the social and academic opportunities

a school has to offer (Fleisher & Zames, 2001). An inclusive environment where equality

is upheld and diversity respected is fundamental to supporting children to build positive

identities, develop a sense of belonging and realise their full potential (DCYA, 2016).

There is a necessity to provide opportunities for all children to thrive through the

promotion of positive identities and abilities, the celebration of diversity and difference

and the provision of a participative culture and environment (Ministry of Education, 2017;

NCCA, 2009). Thus, research shows that it is imperative that play, as a social opportunity

afforded to children, underlines the right of every child, regardless of their ability or culture,

to participate, in a way which ensures that their sense of identity is affirmed, so that all

children can be happy and healthy mentally (Bruce et al, 2019; Flood & Hardy, 2013; French,

2018; Moore & Lynch, 2018). There are three fundamental components that we believe need

to be present within an inclusive classroom: a desire to ensure children’s rights are upheld

(UNCRC, 1989), the need for children’s voices and agency to be central to the curriculum

(Ministry for Education, 2017; NCCA, 2009) and the culture of the classroom to be one that

embodies inclusivity (DCYA, 2016).
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Frameworks that support inclusivity in the classroom

A dialogical framework

Throughout this chapter we will dissect different frameworks. We will begin by reviewing

inclusive play through the lens of a dialogical framework (Alexander, 2020) while placing

children’s voices, right, and agency at the centre of their learning (NCCA, 2009; UNCRC,

1989). A dialogic framework utilises the power of talk to allow children and teachers to

unpack and make sense of the topic they are discussing (Mercer & Hodgkinson, 2008).

Through dialogue and communication, the children are making sense of the world around

them (Alexander, 2020; NCCA, 2009) and the teachers are learning how the children

understand and disseminate the information (Alexander, 2020). This sparks an interest

in learning (Mercer & Hodgkinson, 2008), higher-order thinking (NCCA, 2009), encourages

social and emotional skills through democratic engagement (Alexander, 2020) and

empowers life-long learning (Mercer & Hodgkinson, 2008). This coupled with the use of a

multimodal curriculum allows for jointly constructed knowledge within a classroom setting

(Alexander, 2020; Mercer & Hodgkinson, 2008).

Play can be self-directed, child-led, child-centred or guided by an adult, but the critical

importance of these approaches is that the child is at the centre of the learning experience

(Baker, Le Courtois & Eberhart, 2023). Teaching, especially in early years education has

shifted from a traditional didactic form of teaching where the teacher stands at the top of

the classroom to a more holistic and inclusive dialogical approach where children’s agency

is respected and valued (Tovey, 2016). Dialogical perspectives originate from the idea that

knowledge can be co-created, ideas developed, and misunderstandings overcome through

teacher and student collaboration (Alexander, 2020). Developing this agency in a learning

context fosters important attitudes and values towards learning such as motivation and

self-regulation (McClelland & Cameron, 2011). Play allows children to experience agency

in their learning through “participation, willingness, and endorsement” (Baker, Le Courtois

& Eberhart, 2023:373). Learning through a dialogical framework is a playful process where

children have agency to be active participants in their learning journey (Hirsh-Pasek &

Golinkoff, 2011).

We argue, for the purposes of meaningful inclusion, this dialogical framework needs to

be expanded to include the parents/guardians of the children. Their funds of knowledge will

allow for a deeper understanding of the needs of their child and could, therefore, enhance

the child’s learning. We also believe, for the purposes of inclusion, that dialogue could be

interpreted as communication. The spoken or written word are not the only vehicles through

which children communicate their thoughts and understandings to us (Clark & Moss, 2011).

Children also communicate through drawings, facial cues, and expressions. Therefore, for

the purposes of this chapter, to conceptualise the concept of ‘dialogue’ and reframe it to

meaning ‘communication’ would be more inclusive.
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The capabilities approach

The capabilities approach highlights people’s capabilities and functioning’s (Nussbaum and

Comim, 2014). It emphasises differences and builds on the understanding that difference

is part of human diversity (Reindal, 2009; Reindal, 2016). Difference is not something to

ignore, instead it is something to highlight through a capabilities lens. By acknowledging

what children are capable of, ensures that strategies can be put in place to support these

developing capabilities with human dignity (Unterhalter & Walker, 2007). This allows

teachers to provide inclusion within their classroom. By acknowledging capabilities, and

using this knowledge to implement strategies, teachers can support inclusion within the

classroom. The capabilities approach encourages teachers to look beyond merely the

physical capabilities but also uncover the broader holistic diverse needs of the children

(van Engelen, 2021). Inclusive play involves children meaningfully participating socially,

emotionally, and physically in all activities undertaken within the classroom (van Engelen et

al., 2021). The necessity to focus on a broader holistic view of children with diverse needs

in play is pivotal for teachers to look beyond the physical environment as the only barrier to

inclusive play (van Engelen et al., 2021).

Making play inclusive can provide enhanced opportunities to build upon sensory, motor,

language, relationships, coping and emotional skills (Fjøftoft, 2001). Through the

exploration of social situations and self-expression children learn to understand the world

around them (NCCA, 2009). Ensuring all children are included in these play activities helps

children to unpack feelings and emotions and understand social norms (van Engelen et al.,

2021), thus encouraging children to connect on an emotional level (French, 2018; Hayes,

2007). When play is made inclusive it encourages a social play culture to exist. The

capabilities approach encourages teachers to highlight that social and attitudinal barriers

can impact on inclusivity in spaces where physical inclusion exists (Barron et al., 2017).

Being aware of these dynamics means that teachers can question the normative culture of

their classroom on a structural level (Nussbaum & Comim, 2014).

There are tensions between inclusion strategies and marginalisation strategies and the

prevalent strategy tends to be one that is deemed the cultural norm within the school (Berg,

2013). Berg (2013) uncovered another tension when examining teachers’ narratives on

inclusion. This is the variance between the individual beliefs of teachers and the collective

‘agreed’ response to inclusion within a school.

According to Nussbaum and Comim (2014), capabilities are the actual possibilities to

realise and gain access to functionalities in life. Capabilities within our approach in inclusive

play refer to the actualised possibilities for accessing and participating freely and fully in

play.

By viewing a child’s position through a capabilities lens, helps to identify how the child

can be supported through play within the classroom, ensuring that no child becomes

marginalised or misdirected from the normative playfield. Not because they are not invited
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into play, but perhaps because they do not have access to the capabilities, that are required

from the structures formed around the normative playfield.

Children’s right to play

The elusive nature of play makes it difficult to conceptualise succinctly (Bonilla-Sánchez

et al, 2022; Danniels & Pyle, 2022; Hayes, 2013; Loizou & Loizou, 2022; Pyle & Danniels,

2017; Pyle & DeLuca, 2017; Pyle et al., 2022). What is agreed upon however, is the learning

potential rooted within playful approaches in quality educational settings (French, 2023;

Hayes, 2013). Even at a young age, children have a pre-dispositioned preparedness to

learn (NCCA, 2009) and this cognitive cycle and learning stems from generating knowledge

from the world around them and experimenting with various ideas and concepts that allow

children to explore their own identity (Tovey, 2016).

Children have a right to play and explore the world around them (Brooker & Woodhead,

2013; Lester & Russell, 2010; Paya Rico & Bantula Janot, 2021). Article 31 of the United

Nations Convention on the Rights of the child (UNCRC) states that every child has the right

to “rest, leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child

and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts” (CRA, 2010: 29). Play has transitioned

from an informal activity to pass the time to an educational mechanism through which to

drive meaningful learning (Tovey, 2016).

There is a direct correlation between Article 31 of the UNCRC, the right to play, and the

general comment on the rights of children with diverse needs issued by the United Nations

(UN) where it highlights full inclusion and playful approaches as a means of children with

disabilities to feel included and respected no matter what the setting (CRA, 2010).

Lundy’s (2007) model of participation for conceptualising Article 12 includes four key

elements: space, voice, audience, and influence. Bae (2012) posits that to ensure Article 12

is upheld teachers need to provide more than the tokenistic choice for children. Instead,

they need to create relationships through deep and meaningful communication strategies

for and with the children. She believes that this transparent communication between the

teacher and the children will create a “democratic atmosphere that will enhance

participation” (Bae, 2012: 66). We argue that this ‘transparent communication’needs to

continue to the wider community of the classroom and include the main stakeholders that

advocate for the child (their parents/guardians).

We propose that the main outcomes of inclusive play for children are an increase in

their autonomy, agency, rights, and participation. Therefore, increasing an inclusive culture

within the group, and elevating the sense of belonging, and well-being through peer-to-

peer relationships and genuine involvement within a group can support inclusion. Hence,

the need for inclusion to be viewed through an academic lens and a community lens are

imperative for inclusive teaching strategies to have a genuine impact.

This leads to unravelling another layer of inclusion: children’s right in play. There is a
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plethora of literature relating to children’s rights to play and the need for play within an

educational setting as a vehicle to enhance learning and meaning making for children (CRA,

2010; Lester & Russell, 2010; Lundy & McEvoy, 2012). However, we argue that for children

to have the right to inclusive play the discourse on children’s rights in play needs to be

explored.

Children’s rights in play

Play is publicised as being an optimal learning context for typically developing children,

however, discussions around play and our more diverse learners are progressively negative

(Danniels & Pyle, 2021). Some children with more diverse needs may choose to engage in

more solitary play and less cooperative play than their peers (Lagerlöf, Wallerstedtand &

Pramling, 2022; Olsen et al., 2019). If children do not have the capabilities to engage in more

co-operative play, then their right to play is still upheld but their right in play is not.

Children who exhibit social isolation, may not be as accepted into peer-to-peer friend

groups within the classroom (Kasari et al., 2011). Furthermore, children with English as

an additional language tend to make fewer friendships in native English classes when not

afforded the opportunity to engage in playful ‘children’s talk’ (Lagerlöf, Wallerstedtand &

Pramling, 2022). The way some children with diverse needs play may differ from a typically

developing child and these needs should be noticed, discussed, and utilised as funds

of knowledge to further support all children (Barton, 2016; Messier, Ferland & Majnemer,

2008). The capabilities of children to interact, make friends, and socialise with their peers

may be hindered due to their diverse needs. Therefore, the opportunity to play may be

available to them, but their experience in play is not inclusive.

They may not understand the concepts of some imaginative play games, they may not be

able to comprehend the dialogue within the play scenario they are embarking on. The role

of the teacher is imperative here to investigate the capabilities and emergent capabilities

of the children and to scaffold them. This scaffolding will encourage the inclusion (not just

integration) of children with diverse needs on both an academic and a community level

(Goransson & Nilholm, 2014; Olsen et al., 2019). The role of the teacher will be explored later

in this chapter.

We advocate that at a classroom and practical level, teachers and educators who

consider the rights of children to play andin play will provide a more inclusive classroom

environment.

Factors affecting inclusivity

Social norms and power dynamics in play

In examining play through the lens of ableism (capabilities) often social inequalities develop

unconsciously and most people have the privilege of benefiting from ableist systems
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that have evolved of and for the majority (Goodley, 2014). In the early childhood setting

‘friendship play’ is positioned as a possibility for everyone (Watson, 2018). Friendship and

playing with friends are considered phenomena that naturally take place when children

gather. It takes for granted the coming together of children so that play often develops

unconsciously as a social opportunity for those who are able (have the capabilities) to

participate without any barriers.

Young children actively draw on normalising discourses around their own and others’

identities and the homogenous group (Watson, 2018). They adjust their behaviours and

observe the behaviour of others around them and can decide whether or not they might be

the same (Watson, 2018). According to Watson, sanctioned discourses in the classroom

contribute powerfully to the way children come to understand themselves. They also assist

them in identifying differences in the classroom.

There are many power relations visible within children’s friendship play, this can

sometimes go unnoticed, as friendship play is often uninterrupted and seen as ‘innocent’

(Grieshaber and McArdle, 2010). Power dynamics are often at play as children negotiate

where they belong within a group. Leaders will emerge, some more able to take other

children’s opinions and suggestions on board than others. Children make sense of the world

through play and their competencies become visible as they engage in friendship play. Thus,

children who are in the normative group are at an advantage and thus friendship play can

work to conceal how children use play to position themselves more powerfully, often to the

unconscious detriment of others (Watson, 2018).

The role of the educator is extremely important in friendship play to ensure that

exclusionary practices do not go unnoticed (Weisberg et al., 2013). The notion of a teacher

intervening is often at odds with the concept of children being able to navigate their

own play. We totally acknowledge that there is a fine line here. We are not suggesting

that teachers dominate friendship play, instead however monitor it to ensure that any

unconscious exclusionary practices do not become the norm within the culture of a class.

Children may also need support to join a group and build those peer-to-peer friendships.

Teachers can monitor and support those children to enable them to build these emerging

competencies through role modelling, and by being their partner in play. When a child is

partnered with a teacher, this is seen as a coveted position, and more of his/her peers may

be interested in joining in their play then. This elevates the image of the child, builds social

connections and enhances inclusivity in play (NCCA, 2009).

The social, emotional, and physical environments influence inclusivity within play

Inclusive classrooms have demonstrated positive learning outcomes for children, including

high levels of academic performance, social skills, language competency, and a greater

acceptance towards children with diverse needs (McDonnell & Hunt, 2014). However, as

mentioned earlier in this chapter, typically developing children and more diverse learners
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have different needs that must be met (Watson, 2018). The social and physical environment

of the play area have been highlighted as influential factors in catering for a more inclusive

environment. It is important that although play areas are typically created with developing

children in mind, consideration must be given to these aspects to promote inclusion within

the classroom (Danniels & Pyle, 2022). The physical mobility and accessibility of all

students is imperative. Access to all learning materials and areas within the room is a

primary concern, from a physical aspect. However, if the social and emotional environment

is not inclusive and meeting the needs of the children, accessibility is immaterial. This is

evident in the example at the beginning of the chapter.

Thilde had access to the playground, but she did not engage in play within the playground

environment. That is why it is so important to review the social and emotional aspects of

the environment before the physical one. If the other elements are not there then inclusion

may not exist at all.

Before creating a space for inclusive play to flourish, we must consider how we are going

to first create a culture of participation that is crucial in the implementation of inclusive play

(Casey, 2010). Practitioners of play can create vibrant playful environments that are visually

stunning and encompass key learning centres for play to happen. However, we must always

consider the needs of individual children in our settings.

Teachers’ skills, knowledge, attitude, and understanding of inclusive play
environments

The landscape of classrooms has altered dramatically since the 1990’s, as discourses,

policies and social attitudes changed and the inclusion of students with additional needs

in education began. A number of key events accelerated these discourses: the Salamanca

Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education (UNESCO, 1994) which

encouraged governments to review how they respond to the diverse needs of students; the

Education for All movement (UN, 2000) as it attempted to overcome inequalities within the

educational systems, and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN,

2006) as it recognised the rights of all children to be included and receive the individual

support they may require throughout their education. These not only altered the landscape

of the classroom but also the competencies, skills, and knowledge that teachers needed to

ensure their diverse students progressed within their classes. The notion of inclusive play

as a vehicle to achieve the necessary learning outcomes for their students became well

documented (Grieshaber & McArdle, 2010).

The European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education specifies that

teachers not only need to have the appropriate understanding, knowledge and skill set,

but they also need to have certain values and attitudes to effectively work within inclusive

settings (Borg et al., 2011). Also, the diverse range of students’ needs alter year on year.

Thus, teacher training is still evolving to incorporate new skills and competencies that

teachers need to succeed in the ever-changing diverse environment.
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We posit that there are several elements that inclusive environments require to ensure

they thrive. These include teachers who are willing to embrace collegiality and collaboration

to enhance their knowledge and understanding of diverse learning abilities, nurture an

inclusive school culture, and a willingness to reflect on and review our biases to ensure they

are grounded in research.

Embrace collegiality and collaboration to enhance their knowledge and understanding of

diverse learning abilities:

The word collaboration has its origin in “colabre or co-labor,” which refers to working

together (Welch, 1998: 121). That notion of pooling resources together among

professionals who have shared values and where a positive interdependence exists allows

for inclusive learning environments (Snell, Janney and Elliot, 2005).

Nurture an inclusive school culture:

A school culture is a set of collective understandings (Carrington & Elkins, 2002), based

on shared values (Noddings, 1992), with a common goal (Welch, 1998). A school culture

that also embodies inclusivity ensures that biases are unpacked ethically (Palaiologou,

2014), diversity is celebrated (Kruse & Dedering, 2018), and collegiality and collaboration

are inclusive and valued (Carrington & Elkins, 2002).

Why inclusion is so important

When inclusive strategies are not enforced the negative outcomes can be detrimental to

all children. Therefore, inclusive strategies promote a positive self-image for all children

and increase the self-efficacy for all children (Carrington & Elkins, 2002; Noddings, 1992). It

creates a community that accepts and celebrates differences and ensures that developing

and emergent capabilities are scaffolded (van Engelen et al., 2021). Noticing and

acknowledging the signs of stress and anxiety in children is imperative to supporting them

to accomplish a task they are concerned about. Children learn at an early age how to attract

the attention of an adult. This tends to involve loud noises or gestures, signalling the need

for support. However, stress and anxiety are not always visible through these gestures

(French, 2018). Ensuring that children can self-express, and if they remain in control this

does not hold less value or not get a response from teachers.

If Thilde, in our example at the beginning, had been expressing herself and her experience

with abandonment through crying it would garner the attention of a teacher. This is a

response that needs to be dealt with as it is challenging the normative play. However, in

this scenario Thilde does not respond in that manner but she is in a position of stress and

anxiety. However, it is not disturbing the normative play scenario and Thilde does not get

any support to help her bridge the gap to socially participate within the play scenarios in the

playground.

Thilde has no practice with these social norms, and she is not given any ‘training wheels’

or support to help her develop these capabilities.
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Putting on the training wheels

For a more inclusive play environment to exist, and for children to step into the field

of play confidently and competently, we argue that there might be an incentive to put

on the ‘training wheels,’ and design didactical and pedagogical approaches towards play-

competence. As the teacher creates a safe community (Lundy, 2007) and co-constructs a

culture with the children, important relationships are formed (French, 2018; Hayes, 2007).

This allows the teacher the perspective of resonating with the child and encouraging them

to experience a connection with the world around them, by putting themselves into or

stepping into the world around them (Pope, 2017). Those steps resonate with the field the

person wishes to practice, transforming both the field as well as the person’s experience

and skills in some way. These steps into play require engagement from the teacher who is

teaching the child, but it also requires a spark, an engagement, a willingness to resonate

with the rest of the playgroup from the child’s perspective (Baker, 2018). If the child sees no

way into this culture or if they cannot mirror themselves even slightly within the activity at

hand, the educator’s planning failed to create that spark.

Prior to the child putting on the training wheels there is a requirement that there is

trust and safety between the child and the teacher. The experience, and reflection on the

experience, is dependent on both the trust between the teacher and the child and also

the trust the child has in his/her owns experience. Once this trusting collegial and honest

community is established the continuity of this becomes central for inclusion to thrive and

competency levels to increase.

Didactic and pedagogical strategies towards creating environments where
inclusive play can thrive

Teacher Observation and Reflection as a vehicle to creating inclusive play
environments

To create a collaborative and inclusive play environment we must first observe children at

play. A distinctive feature of observations is the ability to obtain ‘live’ data on the spot, so

teachers are not trying to remind themselves what had happened after the event occurred

(Merriam & Grenier, 2019). The ability to observe and reflect on the observations is a skill

all teachers need to acquire. Through observation teachers can create a holistic view of the

child’s habits, social interactions, needs and capabilities, to inform a collaborative, collegial,

transparent, dialogue between the whole team of teachers, outside agencies, parents, and

the children themselves (Conn, 2014).

This skill allows teachers to pause and process their observations. Through reflection

teachers can theorise and create strategies, environments, and play scenarios to support

competencies recognised and scaffold emergent competencies (Moon, 2006).

This can only happen when teachers are frequently acting on their observations and
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amending the play environment in a meaningful way to suit the children. Creating a

classroom environment that is fluid and changes to suit the needs of the child allows their

voices and interests to be visible within their classroom. Applying these simple strategies

of observation and reflection ensures our practice is informed by ‘live’ data that creates

positive play scenarios for children and ensures their competencies are central to the

environments they play in.

Accessing children’s voices to inform inclusivity within the classroom

For the purposes of inclusive play, we propose that two participation models be used in

conjunction with one another to improve inclusivity within the classroom: Lundy’s model of

participation (Lundy, 2007) and Clark and Moss’s mosaic approach (2005).

Lundy’s (2007) model provides a way of conceptualising a child’s right to participation,

as laid down in Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989).

Lundy explores participation through four lenses that have a rational chronological order:

space, voice, audience, and influence.

Figure 1: Lundy’s Model of Participation (2007).
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Source: Lundy (2007)

Here she is proposing that teachers give children safe, inclusive opportunities to form and

express their views and opinions. This ‘space’ allows their opinions to be formed. Children

then must be facilitated to express these views. The children’s ‘voice’ needs to be heard.

These opinions and views then need to be listened to. This is where the ‘audience’ (the

teachers) listen to these views. Then, finally the views and opinions must influence change.

The ‘space’ is created to form opinions. Then the ‘voices’ of the children are accessed.

The ‘audience’ listens with a view to allowing change in practice to occur. The opinions of

the children ‘influence’ changes in practice (Lundy, 2007).

Clark and Moss’s (2005) mosaic approach fits nicely into Lundy’s (2007) accessing the

voices of children section.

Figure 2: A depiction of Clark and Moss’s Mosaic Approach (2005).
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Source: Clark and Moss (2005)

Clark and Moss (2005) use multiple mediums to access children’s voices. We discussed

earlier in their chapter about broadening the term ‘dialogue’ to include other forms of

communication. This Mosaic approach fits directly into this concept.

Observations are used, as mentioned earlier in this chapter. Child conferencing is

gathering a small number of children together to talk to them about a particular topic. There

are some key points to note: a place that is familiar to the children will ensure they are

relaxed, there are some strategies that can be used to ensure all voices are heard (the use

of a puppet, ask each child a different question), and where possible record it so that it can

be used as a reflection tool (Clark & Moss, 2005).

Using cameras as a tool to access children’s voices explores giving the children cameras

and asking them to take photos of (whatever the topic you want to explore), for example,

732 | INCLUSIVE PLAY: NORM CREATIVE APPROACHES TO TRANSFORM INTEGRATIVE PLAY TO INCLUSIVE PLAY



‘What do you like playing with in the classroom?’ Then you can use the photos as a tool of

reflection and dialogue with the children (Clark & Moss, 2005).

By creating role play scenarios for the children this allows them to act out real-life

experiences. This encourages problem solving and higher order thinking and creates a safe

space for children to give their opinions and feelings about a situation (Clark & Moss, 2005).

Tours and mapping both afford children the opportunity to express their thoughts and

opinions through art and drawing. Children can go on a ‘tour’ of their room or their school or

community and take pictures or draw areas that mean something to them. The children can

create a ‘map’ of something using their drawings or photographs they took to express their

opinion about an area in the room or how they feel in a space. Drawing can be considered as

being in the same field of expression as play and speech (Bland, 2012). Children can learn

to communicate through drawing, build a sense of trust, and develop fundamental skills

for learning which help them feel included (Anning & Ring, 2004). This can be an important

tool for those children who have limited or poor language skills as it is inviting and draws

on the emotional side of a child’s wellbeing (Pope, 2017). Children can use drawings as a

map through which to build on their own narratives of what is included in their drawings. In

essence, it serves as a medium for emotion, where words, thoughts, and opinions can be

expressed in a way other than words.

Clark and Moss (2005) also discuss reviewing parents, teachers, and other stakeholders’

perspectives. We discussed the importance of this open, honest, collegial, relationship

earlier in this chapter and the relevance of the ‘funds of knowledge’ (Velez-Ibanes &

Greenberg, 1992) that all parties can bring to ensure that a holistic image of the children is

established.

We propose that the integration of these strategies into a classroom environment

increases children’s rights, autonomy, and participation. It creates a framework for inclusive

play and inclusive learning to exist.

Reflecting on our original example at the beginning of the chapter:

If these frameworks were explored with Thilde the teachers could gain valuable insights

from Thilde about how she felt in the outdoor yard during play time. This information could

inform their actions and would have afforded them the opportunity to support Thilde to

have a more inclusive experience in the outside play spaces in the school. This would

also support the teachers to highlight some of her capabilities and work on supporting her

emergent capabilities.

Implementing the capabilities approach within a classroom

In our opinion, the capabilities approach can be used as a framework to support inclusion in

play within the classroom. It is rights-based, holds the dignity of the child as a cornerstone

and values difference.

Information gathering and relationship building:
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To utilise the capabilities approach through a communicative framework within a

classroom the starting point would be collaborative, transparent dialogues between the

teacher and the parents/guardians. These reciprocally respectful conversations would be a

vehicle to share relevant information for the good of the child. This becomes the foundation

of a meaningful relationship, where the rights and dignity of the child are at the centre. Then

the teacher would use a multimodal technique to gather information about the capabilities

and needs of the child, with the child. This can be done through the use of the mosaic

approach (Clark & Moss, 2005) and Lundy’s model of participation (2007). Collaboration

with other professionals and colleagues would further enhance the knowledge base and

ensure a holistic view of the child was used to inform inclusive strategies.

Capabilities of the child:

When the information is gathered, a holistic picture of the child is visible to the teachers.

A child’s developing capabilities can be used to support inclusion into peer groups and

meaningful play.

Supports to be put in place:

Support systems to ensure capabilities are utilised and can be put in place.

Reflect and review:

Remembering that this is a snapshot in time and these capabilities may be developing

capabilities and may alter over time. New supports will be necessary as the supports in

place work.

The role of the teacher

The importance of questioning the ‘norm’

Within this chapter we have used the word ‘normative’ frequently. We discussed normative

playing fields, and normative culture. We looked at inclusive play through a ‘normative’ lens

to unpack what this looks like for more diverse learners. We argue that a major role of

the teacher is to question ‘normative’ ways of doing, thinking and being. We argue that

by questioning the ‘norm’ teachers are saying they are willing to change and alter their

practices. Reviewing Lundy’s model (2007) suggests the audience needs to want change to

occur for the child’s ‘voice’ to ‘influence’ their learning environment. Therefore, an important

role of the teacher is to question ‘normative’ practices and advocate for change. We posit

that the ability to constantly alter our environment, practices, and approaches to suit the

needs of our ever-changing diverse students is paramount to the composition of a good

teacher.

When we reflect on our example at the beginning of the chapter, we saw Thilde putting

her faith in the teacher’s ability to alter ‘normative’ practice. We saw the negative impact it

had on Thilde when the teacher did not do this. Thilde was creating her own ‘space’, for

her ‘voice’ to be heard, then Thilde’s ‘audience’ did not listen and therefore her voice did not
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‘influence’ change. This meant that Thilde’s experience in the yard was not one of inclusion

and the teachers missed an opportunity to support inclusive play.

Another important point is that for Thilde, in this example, to find help required that she

had the capability of even asking for help when expressing her position of stress. Thilde

found a way to voice her concern, in part through another, possiblymore communicative

child, but her concerns were not met directly. Thilde was expressing that her developing

or emerging capabilities were not strong enough yet and she needed help to step into this

‘normative’ playground. Had the Lundy model and the mosaic approach been used here in

conjunction with the capabilities approach then these developing capabilities would have

been acknowledged, and strategies could have been put in place.

Finally, this throws up another nuance that we discussed at length within this chapter.

Teachers’ attitude to play and what their role is within play. We discussed the difference

between children’s rights to play and children’s rights in play and how the role of the teacher

becomes one of observer, facilitator, and sometimes a participant of play with the children

to ensure that children’s rights in play are met.

In the example at the beginning of this chapter the teachers stood separately in a

particular spot in the yard. They did not engage in play with the children and did not step in

to support play with the children. It would be fair to assume that their view of their role was

within a supervisory capacity. The children’s rights in play were not reviewed nor did they

appear to be a concern for them. Therefore, we argue that for teachers to support children’s

rights in play they need to review their position and impact on play. The value of play should

be paramount for teachers to ensure they support these rights for children.

Had the teacher’s questioned this ‘normative’ role within the playground then the lack

of inclusive play could have been addressed and Thilde’s experience in the yard may have

altered dramatically. Play as a position to explore the normative, to challenge what the child

already knows and to push boundaries, values, and practice as an attempt to work into

and reproduce the normative is an important part of the role of a teacher. Sommer et al

(2020) argue that the kind of pedagogy that favours guiding children’s imaginative play and

negotiating while playing, in kindergarten helps them to step into the school system, and

in this chapter the argument is, that this kind of play encourages the children to practice

social skills. This also supports children within primary school to include each other and

gain access to a broader collection of social capabilities (Sommer et al., 2020).

The reconceptualisation of the role of the teacher

As teachers we have an innate desire to help children learn. To learn through exploration,

reflection and presenting broad horizons. To learn math, languages, and science; why the

world is the way it is, to learn about morals and ethics. However, for children to learn there

needs to be a trusting and collegial relationship between them and the teachers in their

class.

Therefore, we posit that we as teachers implement the strategies put forward in this
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chapter to encompass inclusive play into our practice and to reinforce play as both a

formal and informal learning possibility acknowledging the capabilities, and developing

capabilities, of each child.

We believe the conceptualisation of the role of the teacher should be viewed through four

lenses:

• The lens of an entrepreneur. The entrepreneur is constantly questioning the ‘norm’ by

consistently creating and recreating new ideas, practices, and methods of doing

things.

• The lens of a detective, constantly observing and working out the children’s

capabilities and competencies. A detective who questions the experiences of every

child in every play scenario, accessing their voices and identifies clues to highlight

participation, inclusion whilst recognising marginalisation and exclusion.

• The lens of a coach who values the structure and elements of inclusive play. A coach

who is willing to participate in play, to ensure that children’s rights to play and in play

are met. A coach who encourages relationships between social skills and play skills,

in a safe and trusting environment to elevate all children’s capabilities to encourage

participation in all activities.

• The lens of an active participant. Looking at a classroom as an active participant

instead of a facilitator allows you to see the classroom as the children see it. By being

an active participant, it allows you to co-construct a play culture, participate in play

scenarios, and therefore co-create the values of inclusive play within the classroom.

Active participants can encourage all voices to be heard, to be valued and to influence

change.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=367#h5p-15

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

Reviewing the example at the beginning of the chapter. How do you think you would answer

the following questions?
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• By implementing the capabilities approach in our example above with Thilde heading

out to the classroom what would you have done differently?

• What do you think her capabilities were?

• What supports do you think she needed to scaffold her integration into play in the

yard?

Reviewing your practice and pedagogy:

• What methods would you use to access your students’ voices through the mosaic

approach?

• How would you implement Lundy’s model of participation within your classroom?

• How would you ascertain your students’ capabilities?

Creating a collegial and inclusive culture in the classroom:

• What is your view of inclusive play?

• How do you value inclusive play?

• What ‘normative’ behaviour could you question within your school?

• How could you bring other teachers on this journey with you?

Inclusive play and your part in it:

• What is your understanding of inclusive play?

• How can you participate in play to ensure your student’s rights to play and their rights

in play are met?
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INCLUSIVITY IN OUTDOOR EDUCATION
Beausetha Juhetha Bruwer; Victor Tan Chee Shien; and Maria Moscato

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=635#oembed-1

Example Cases

“When my grandfather passed away a few years ago, he was nearly 100 years old. When he

shared stories about his childhood, I was amazed and thought, “Really? You did that? That’s

unbelievable.”

Ellen Beate Hansen Sandseter, Queen Maud University College of Early Childhood Education,

Norway

“I remember how we played on my grandfather’s farm as a child. We used to jump off huge

rocks and land in a dry riverbed, I can still feel the soft sand under my feet. We would climb

on huge rocks and pretend they were the aeroplanes we saw above us, taking us to a strange

land where we could play all day.”

Beausetha Bruwer, University of Namibia, Namibia

“Growing up in the concrete jungle of Singapore, my connection with the outdoors was very

much associated with a sense of adventure. I caught spiders at the cemetery, the few places

that actually had greeneries, and fishes in the drainage in my own little adventures. Those

little ‘adventures’ led my curiosity in understanding the world around me even now.”

Victor Tan Chee Shien, University of Stirling, UK
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Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What is the purpose of Outdoor Education?

2. How can Outdoor Education be inclusive?

3. What to prepare for Outdoor Education?

Introduction to Topic

Reflecting on Outdoor Education (OE) reveals its significance as a fundamental educational

necessity, rooted in the philosophies of influential thinkers like Locke, Rousseau, Pestalozzi,

Fröbel, Montessori, and Dewey, who advocated for fostering individual autonomy from early

childhood (Bortolotti, 2014). Extensive national and international literature supports OE as

a multifaceted approach, recognising the outdoor environment as an active and essential

component of the educational experience (Farné, Bortolotti, Terrusi, 2018).

Outdoor activities can be understood at multiple levels. At its most basic, it involves

teaching activities typically done in a classroom but conducted outside with minimal

environmental interaction. At a deeper level, they enhance learners’ understanding of their

environment through direct engagement. At its most profound, it is a pedagogical approach

that uses the outdoors as a rich, experiential setting for authentic learning across various

domains (Kelly et al., 2022). Learning outside the classroom significantly benefits learners’

overall curriculum learning. Learners who struggle in traditional indoor classrooms often

thrive in outdoor settings, as they tend to be less distracted and more focused. The hands-

on and interactive nature of outdoor activities, combined with regular breaks, helps maintain

learners’ engagement (Kelly et al., 2022). This stimulates both emotional and cognitive

processes, creating ideal conditions for the development of metacognition.

Inclusion remains a central aspect of OE, with outdoor settings being particularly

effective in fostering welcoming, cooperative, and supportive environments, thus promoting

positive social interactions. Being in natural settings helps build a sense of community,

strengthens feelings of belonging and respect, and deepens connections to life and the

environment, nurturing an ecological mindset (Bortolotti, Schenetti & Telese, 2020; Brodin,

2009). However, inclusion in OE presents significant challenges, such as ensuring that
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activities are appropriate for the diverse needs of learners and balancing adventure and

unpredictability with safety (Rickinson et al., 2004). In this regard, research highlights the

crucial role of educational intentionality in obtaining positive results from OE programmes.

In this context, teacher training is vital: teachers must acquire both an open and flexible

professional posture and specialised skills to design and manage outdoor activities to

guarantee that educational practices are impactful, inclusive and secure. Additionally,

parental involvement is crucial for the success of outdoor educational experiences. Parents

need to be well-informed and engaged in the educational processes, recognising the

benefits and opportunities these experiences can offer their children (Epstein, 2018).

Considering these foundational principles and the intricacies involved, this chapter will

explore key aspects that underscore the wide-ranging benefits of OE in shaping well-

rounded, environmentally aware, and socially responsible individuals. These key aspects

highlight the teacher’s vital role in fostering a safe, inclusive, and enriching outdoor learning

environment that promotes the holistic development of learners.

Key aspects

Purpose of Outdoor Education and Why It is Inclusive

John Dewey (1916/2004) particularly advocated for education as a liberating and

democratic process, rather than a passive activity controlled by authority figures. Dewey

posited that human adaptation to the environment is characterised by active engagement

rather than simplistic conformity. He argued that just as ‘life’ is not a passive existence but

a mode of action, the ‘environment’ either stimulates or inhibits this activity. Consequently,

education occurs indirectly through environmental interaction. Hunt (1995) elaborates on

Dewey’s distinction between ‘primary experience’ – the initial, unprocessed encounter –

and ‘secondary experience’, which emerges from reflection, lending clarity and meaning to

these encounters. These principles form the foundation of OE, which posits that meaningful

learning begins with the bodily engagement of the learner in an environment. This involves

practical activities and reflective moments, during which learners, often guided by a teacher,

strive to comprehend and derive meaning from their experiences.

This approach delineates the distinction between Outdoor Learning (OL) (synonymous

with Experiential Learning) and OE (equivalent to Experiential Education). OL primarily

focuses on acquiring practical skills and knowledge, often tied to specific objectives. While

all learning is experiential to some degree, it is not always intentionally designed as such.

Conversely, OE involves deliberate learning design through two key elements: crafting

experiences for learners and facilitating these experiences through reflective practices.

Dahlgren and Szczepanski (2005) observe that whilst experiences are inherently specific

and contextual, reflection is crucial for transmuting these experiences into knowledge. They

assert that OE, with its unique characteristics and identity, possesses significant potential
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to enhance meaningful learning. This potential is realised when there is a conscious

educational awareness guiding the process. Consequently, OE centres on targeted

educational interventions that explore both learning and individual identity formation. These

interventions assist individuals in discovering and developing their personalities,

transcending mere participation in activities. Additionally, OE fosters an environment where

living and growing are intertwined, facilitating learning through a dialectical process in

which each moment contributes to the whole. By taking education beyond the confines of

traditional school walls, OE promotes a holistic vision of learning. In this paradigm, direct

environmental experiences play a pivotal role in personal development. OE aids individuals

in forming a worldview that informs their interpretation of both their own lives and the world

at large (Chistolini, 2016; Wattchow & Brown, 2011).

Mortlock (1987) and Loynes (2002) emphasise the importance of the “inner journey” in

OE. The inherent unpredictability of outdoor experiences cultivates adaptability and enables

learners to uncover their personal capabilities. OE should be viewed holistically, integrating

not only rational, functional, and practical elements but also perceptual experiences that

foster personal growth. Hopkins and Putnam (1994) identify three key elements in OE:

‘self’, ‘others’, and the ‘natural environment’. The self focuses on individual development

through adventurous activities. The others concern the cultivation of group cooperation and

effective social structures. The natural environment presents myriad challenges, enabling

participants to augment their knowledge and understanding of nature. Brodin (2009:

100-101) notes that the authors “highly stress the value of OE primarily as a learning

resource. They emphasise leadership, team-building and problem-solving as some of the

benefits. Knowledge and awareness of nature will grow at the same time as the participants

get physical challenges.” In essence, OE transcends the mere act of venturing outdoors; it

primarily concerns an openness to perceptions and sensations that ‘exceed the threshold’

(Mazza, 2018). This facilitates new connections between self, others, and the world (both

organic and inorganic), delineating a learner-centred educational model of a highly

relational nature, in which environmental and social contexts play crucial roles (Waite,

Bølling, & Bentsen, 2016).

Once again, the crucial distinction between Experiential Learning and Experiential

Education within the realm of OE comes to the fore: Experiential Learning, on the other

hand, encompasses processes where the individual internally assimilates and reflects upon

experiences. In this paradigm, learning and debriefing can occur within the learner’s mind,

without necessarily requiring external articulation or shared discourse. Experiential

Education, on the other hand, with which OE is more closely aligned, necessitates that

learning be externally expressed and collectively shared (Joplin, 1995). This public

dimension is paramount in OE: what constitutes ‘experience’ is not merely the isolated

event itself, but rather the synthesis of personal cognitive processes with public

acknowledgement and validation of the experience. This distinction is pivotal, as it

underscores a core tenet of OE: the emphasis on collective learning and shared meaning-
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making. In OE, experiences are not solely processed individually but are brought into a

communal space for discussion, analysis, and integration into a broader understanding.

In essence, the alignment of OE with Experiential Education highlights its commitment to

collaborative learning, shared reflection, and the development of collective understanding.

This approach not only enriches individual learning experiences but also contributes to

building a more inclusive and interconnected educational environment, moving beyond

mere individual competitiveness towards a more holistic and socially conscious form of

education. OE, therefore, represents education in, about, and for the environment, aiming

to ensure learners’ autonomy of action and relationships, capable of attributing meaning

to both their context and the role played by individuals and communities within it (Quay &

Seaman, 2013).

Immersive engagement with the real world and the strategic utilisation of the

environment as an educational resource foster a continuous learning process rooted in

mutual support. This approach is facilitated by innovative methodologies, such as Problem-

based Learning (PBL) and Collaborative Teamwork. Consequently, it broadens educational

horizons and cultivates essential skills for addressing global challenges, thereby shaping

informed citizens and resilient communities. In this context, OE transcends the boundaries

of a mere educational method, evolving into a life philosophy that actively promotes

authentic participation. Open spaces emerge as powerful catalysts for nurturing a sense of

belonging, fostering cooperative relationships, and encouraging mutual assistance. These

elements collectively contribute to positive socialisation among individuals and groups

(Brodin & Lindstrand, 2006; Gair, 1997; Magnusson, 2006). It represents a paradigm shift in

educational philosophy, recognising the intrinsic link between personal growth, community

development, and environmental engagement. This approach in OE addresses the need

to transcend what Biesta (2006) terms learnification – the tendency to view learning and

education as predominantly individualistic processes aimed at creating high-performing

actors in a competitive system. Instead, OE, through its emphasis on shared experiences

and public reflection, promotes education as a process of mutual construction and

recognition, fostering holistic human development. Thus, OE not only enhances the learning

experience but also contributes to the development of a more inclusive and interconnected

society.

Recent evidence-based studies (Mitchell, 2013) elucidate the intrinsic connection

between inclusive education and OE. Both paradigms emphasise the crucial relationship

between individuals and their environmental context, aiming to promote environmental,

relational, and social sustainability. In this framework, inclusion is conceptualised not as

an end goal but as an ongoing process that permeates various spheres of an individual’s

life, including educational institutions, family environments, and broader social contexts

(Booth & Ainscow, 2011). Inclusive education extends beyond the mere removal of learning

barriers and anti-discrimination efforts. It actively seeks to engage all learners, valuing

and enhancing diversity. This perspective transcends the traditional dichotomy between
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‘normal’ and ‘special’, adopting a holistic approach that promotes full, active participation

of all individuals in authentic contexts (Florian & Beaton, 2017; Pedone, 2021).

These principles seamlessly align with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development

(UN, 2015), which underscores the importance of harmonising economic growth,

environmental conservation, and social inclusion. This approach aims to meet present

needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own (WCED,

1987). Implementing these principles necessitates a profound cultural shift in educational

contexts, requiring continuous reflection and intentional transformation (Bufalino & D’Aprile,

2021). OE can play a pivotal role in facilitating this transformation through its emphasis on

environmental connection and interaction.

Let us pause and reflect

• What is your idea of Outdoor Education?

• What role can local communities and natural environments play in education?

• How do you think the surrounding environment can influence learning?

Engagement with the Environment

Example

“I remember a cool spring morning when our Civics teacher announced we’d be going on a

tour around the town. I thought to myself, “Wow, no school!”… and happily went home. The

day after, the adventure began with a visit to the Poggiodiana Castle. As we approached the

ruins, our teacher told us stories of Saracens and Spaniards landing in Sicily, making us

imagine what life was centuries ago. Then we moved to the orange groves just outside town

(oranges are really important to us!). Tasting an orange straight from the tree, with its sweet

juice refreshing me, was pure joy. One of the most fascinating experiences was visiting a

historic print shop, where we watched traditional printing and understood the importance of

spreading written culture. We joined an urban botany workshop at the municipal Villa,

surrounded by the scents of Mediterranean plants. We learned to identify different plant
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species and their role in the local ecosystem. Each discovery was a small victory. I went

home with a deep sense of belonging to my land and joy for the wonders I had discovered.

Thinking back, I can still feel the profound gratitude for where I grew up”.

Maria Moscato, Italy

In essence, OE aims to foster learning through concrete experiences and reflections in

authentic contexts. This approach extends beyond the mere transfer of learning to natural,

cultural, and social environments, encompassing several key aspects:

• The concept of extending the learning space beyond traditional boundaries.

• The construction of connections between sensory experiences and theoretical

content.

• A focused attention on context, viewed as both place and space, serving as both

object and subject of the educational process (Center for Environmental and OE, 2004,

cited in Szczepanski, Malmer, Nelson & Dahlgren, 2006).

Higgins and Nicol (2002) emphasise that spaces outside the school can serve as invaluable

educational environments, promoting cooperative and personalised learning. This is

achieved through the intentionality of teachers who adapt training opportunities to local

specificities and diverse learning styles. OE does not simply relocate the classroom

outdoors; rather, it aims to create a dynamic interaction between emotions, actions, and

thoughts. This approach fosters learning that values curiosity and continuous discovery,

creating a holistic framework that guides the teacher’s intentional action toward leveraging

the unique characteristics of the surrounding environment. It avoids the fragmentation of

information, instead promoting an integrated and in-depth exploration of themes. Utilising

outdoor educational experiences, mediated by relationships and shared reflection,

stimulates the use of all senses and creates a learning climate particularly suited to content

best assimilated outside school walls. This facilitates the integration and enrichment of the

curriculum in an interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary manner, supporting both individual

and community, personal and social development (Zanato Orlandini, 2020).

OE firmly links the learning process with real experiences, relationships, events, and

conditions provided by the environment. This approach aligns with the intrinsic values of

Place-based Education (PBE), which allows for the exploration and appreciation of the

cultural and natural characteristics of territories, transforming them into laboratories for

personal and social growth (Brown, 2008). As Sobel (2004) highlights, PBE emerges as a

response to the lack of attention to local environments in many schools. It underscores
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the importance of local communities and natural environments in encouraging practical

and respectful learning and forming responsible citizens and democratic communities.

This involves identifying learning contexts within one’s local geography – be it a portion of

nature, a part of the city, a park, or a square – that are proximate, accessible, practicable,

and generally free and available (Perfetti, 2023). Through the active engagement of local

citizens, community organisations, and environmental resources in school life, it activates

a generative dialectic that brings education back into the community and involves the

community in education.

In summary, rather than being confined to studies of distant places, this approach utilises

the community and its surroundings as a starting point for teaching subjects such as

language, mathematics, social studies, and science. This helps to enhance academic

performance, strengthen learners’ bonds with their community, increase appreciation for

the world, and encourage active engagement in society. Ultimately, it promotes the

improvement of community and environmental quality (Gruenenwald & Smith, 2008).

Let us pause and reflect

• How can a place-based educational approach affect the development of values and

skills related to responsible citizenship and active social participation?

Benefits of Outdoor Education

Example

At the school camp conducted annually, learners are split into fixed mixed-gender teams of 8

for the week long event. At age fourteen, the physical difference between males and females

was becoming increasingly obvious. A few teams started to express concerns that having

more girls on their team would put them at a disadvantage. While I usually encourage

learners to manage group dynamics on their own, I recognised this as an important teaching

moment. I brought the class together for an open discussion about the possible tasks they

might encounter during the camp, emphasising that the camp’s goal is to develop
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interpersonal skills like teamwork, leadership, and situational problem-solving, which require

a diverse set of skills and aptitude rather than a bulldozing mentality.

“It’s crucial to have a diverse set of skills for any task, rather than assuming that having all

boys or all girls on a team offers any advantage. Just like in real-life situations, we won’t

always have all the answers, and that’s okay. We should recognise this, not as a weakness,

but as an opportunity to seek help from others, regardless of who they are. Everyone has

different abilities and strengths, regardless of height or gender. After all, I don’t see Gal

Gadot (Wonder Woman) or Henry Cavill (Superman) here, do you?”

Following this discussion, the group were asked to break out and reflect on their individual

and collective strengths.

Victor Tan Chee Shien, University of Stirling, UK

The scenario above captures how outdoor spaces can serve as an effective teaching

context by offering authentic and critical learning opportunities. The teacher in the scenario

used the annual outdoor school camp to create awareness among his intermediate group

of learners about gender diversity and sensitivity. Thus, OE is more than just imparting

knowledge outside of traditional in-class learning, it is all-encompassing in promoting

growth and development on many levels. Learners who participate in outdoor activities

improve their problem-solving skills, gain useful knowledge through real-world experiences,

and become more resilient in the face of adversity (Cenić et al., 2023). Through OE, learners

get a unique opportunity to deepen their knowledge and comprehension through hands-

on experiences outside of the classroom. These outdoor experiences allow learners to

understand concepts in diverse ways, such as through listening, taste, touch, sight, and

smell, as well as through aesthetic, emotional, intellectual, physical, and spiritual

experiences (Neville et al., 2023; Stavrianos & Pratt-Adams, 2022). When classrooms or

outdoor play areas are designed to meet each learner’s sensory, motor, behavioural, social,

and emotional needs, they enhance and broaden growth opportunities (Brodin, 2009).

Play activities are crucial for learners of all ages to explore and understand themselves

while developing essential physical traits for overall health and well-being. Risky play, for

example, is a novel approach to introducing OE. According to E. Sandseter (personal

interview, March, 2024), risky play involves learners intentionally taking risks to challenge

themselves, test their limits, and explore their capabilities. This type of play is often physical

and exciting due to its unpredictability, though it carries the risk of injury or accidents.

The benefits include the thrill and range of emotions it provides, from exhilaration and fear

to sadness if hurt. Learners are naturally drawn to risky play because it elicits positive,

thrilling emotions. Successfully managing these risks can lead to a strong sense of mastery
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(Sandseter, 2009). Risky play greatly benefits learners’ learning and development, offering

valuable experiences and fostering emotional growth.

The learner must always be prioritised as the central focus. Therefore, understanding

their backgrounds, as well as the conceptions and misconceptions they bring to the learning

environment, is essential for optimising OE outcomes (Neville et al., 2023). The same as

in classroom teaching, not all learners will participate in the same activities during OE.

Thus, the teachers will need to use their knowledge of the learners to tailor tasks, promote

inclusion, and encourage learner autonomy. According to Neville et al. (2023), this approach

will enable learners to make and act on choices that positively impact their lives, helping

them independently recognise the benefits of OL.

Parker (2022) identifies several key benefits of integrating OE for learners. Recognising

these benefits in relation to individual learners’ needs can help teachers choose the most

suitable outdoor activities for their learners. These benefits include Health and Well-being,

Children’s Physical Development; Mental Health; Social-Emotional and Cognitive

Development; Academic Benefits; Behavioral Improvements; and Enhanced Memory.

Health, Wellbeing and Children’s Physical Development

According to Parker (2022), OE can generate numerous health benefits for learners

participating in outdoor programmes. These benefits include improved air circulation,

higher oxygen levels, better sleep, and increased Vit D exposure to sunlight. Increased

vitamin D levels are also linked to improved bone health, cardiovascular health, and more

effective insulin regulation. Harper (2017) agrees that time spent in natural environments

provides substantial health benefits, such as physiological improvements, quicker recovery

from mental fatigue, injury, and illness, increased life satisfaction, and improved stress

management. To counteract the growing prevalence of hypokinetic diseases like obesity

and diabetes and address sedentary habits caused by increased screen time, it is advisable

to encourage active outdoor activities in children.

Mental Health

Parker (2022) notes that children with access to greener environments display lower

aggression and violence and experience less mental stress. Simply viewing nature has

been found to reduce physiological stress responses, increase interest and attention, and

decrease feelings of fear, anger, or aggression. Accordingly, Harper (2017) reports that,

through the incorporation of outdoor activities, children from vulnerable backgrounds, such

as those from disadvantaged neighbourhoods or who have experienced homelessness,

abuse, or substance use, also showed improvements in well-being and resilience.
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Social-emotional and Cognitive development

In addition to physical benefits, OE supports learners’ social, emotional, and cognitive

development by enhancing creativity, problem-solving skills, independence, and confidence.

Regular exposure to natural environments boosts children’s cognitive abilities, and children

with, for example, Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) show better

concentration and rate their experiences more positively outdoors compared to traditional

classroom settings (Parker, 2022). Additionally, OE promotes inclusion, teamwork, and

social skills development among learners by fostering high levels of participation and

collaboration. It is particularly beneficial for learners with learning difficulties, enhancing

their community presence, active participation, and competence. Group work in outdoor

settings encourages intimate interactions, team building, and collective goal achievement

(Stavrianos & Pratt-Adams, 2022). Furthermore, outdoor environments provide diverse

learning opportunities that help children form ideas, values, and environmental

consciousness from a young age. Activities like environmental games can motivate

learning by sparking interest and addressing knowledge gaps (Stavrianos & Pratt-Adams,

2022).

Academic Benefits

Parker (2022) finds that learners who engage in OE programmes outperform their peers

in various assessments, including math and science. Furthermore, these learners exhibit

higher attendance rates compared to those not involved in OE. Cenić et al. (2023) also

highlight research suggesting that spending time in nature positively influences learners’

cognitive functions and their interest in learning. Interaction with nature enhances

collaboration and problem-solving skills while simultaneously boosting learners’ happiness,

well-being, and motivation. These benefits can lead to increased classroom engagement,

potentially improving overall learning achievements. This evidence underscores the

importance of integrating natural elements into the educational process as a valuable

factor in supporting cognitive development and learner education.

Behavioural Improvements

OE can significantly improve school attendance and provide a sense of achievement for

children with emotional or behavioural disabilities, counteracting the negative effects of

repeated failure in traditional educational settings. Its strength lies in creating inclusive

activities that accommodate all children, allowing them to participate at their own pace

(Stavrianos & Pratt-Adams, 2022). Learners who find traditional classroom settings

challenging may greatly benefit from personalised OE experiences. Instead of struggling

with motivation, confidence, attention, or social skills in the classroom, these learners can
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develop these skills through OE. They often thrive and even take on leadership roles during

hands-on outdoor activities (Parker, 2022).

Enhanced memory

The memory of the context and experience of OE can be more impactful than the specific

educational content intended to be taught. According to Parker (2022), for some learners,

the memorable aspects of the visit, such as the sounds, sights, or even objects like pebbles,

are as significant as the factual details learned at the location.

Teachers can adapt their methods to be more inclusive by using natural contexts and

local places in their teaching. This approach incorporates a variety of skills, equipment,

and experiences, ensuring that all learners, regardless of their differences and abilities, can

participate and benefit from outdoor learning.

Challenges in Outdoor Education

Despite the advantages of OE, several challenges impede its implementation. A significant

obstacle is the stigma that OE is not considered “real” teaching, which affects its adoption

(Parker, 2022; Stavrianos & Pratt-Adams, 2022). Effective implementation of OE

necessitates extensive planning and coordination to meet educational objectives. Teachers

play a crucial role in shaping and evaluating the effectiveness of educational methods,

including OE. From the teacher’s perspective, this involves planning and organising field

activities, adapting teaching strategies and resources, and managing learner groups.

Teachers are essential for the successful execution of OE, as they must ensure learner

safety, motivate learning, and maximise the benefits of the outdoor experience. They need

to be knowledgeable in their subject areas while being adaptable to changing conditions

and learner needs during outdoor activities (Cenić et al., 2023).

An interdisciplinary approach to education supports the holistic development of learners

by fostering creativity, curiosity, and self-confidence, with the integration of various fields

of knowledge being a central aim of holistic learning. Outdoor activities play a pivotal

role in this process by allowing learners to connect theoretical knowledge with practical

experiences in a natural or urban setting. Thus, incorporating these activities into the

teaching process is essential but challenging (Cenić et al., 2023).

Parker (2022) notes that teachers may lack confidence in outdoor teaching due to limited

experience and knowledge. They encounter challenges such as restrictive curriculum

demands, insufficient time, and a lack of inspiration or structure. Broader issues, including

work pressure, excessive responsibilities, and fatigue from frequent educational changes,

also impede OE. Additional barriers include concerns about losing control, health and safety

issues, inadequate administrative support, traditional teaching perspectives, and inflexible

schedules. Furthermore, parents may resist OE, particularly for children with special needs,
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due to concerns about external judgments regarding parenting and fears about potential

harm to their children (Harper, 2017).

Neville et al. (2023) further note that opportunities for OE are often limited by an

emphasis on evidence-based outcomes and standardised testing, which narrows the

curriculum and prioritises test preparation. Its implementation is also influenced by school

interests, teacher expertise, and the quality of pre-service teacher training, but is

constrained by time limits, strict learning objectives, and unfamiliarity with outdoor

teaching.

To address these challenges, OE should be recognised by all stakeholders as a legitimate

method to expand curriculum resources. Clear examples of curriculum integration are

essential to encourage teachers to adopt this approach and promote learner success. The

recognition would increase institutional support and drive teachers’ training.

Preparation for Outdoor Education

Teacher training

As Wolf, Kunz and Robin (2022) point out, OE is becoming increasingly relevant in formal

school education due to the benefits found in terms of teaching practice and the well-

being of teachers and learners. However, the effective implementation of this approach is

hampered by the lack of specific training for teachers.

An interdisciplinary curriculum, on which OE is based, requires a systematic dialogue

between different disciplines and methodologies, which cannot be improvised in a purely

experiential context. In this regard, Zanato Orlandini (2020) highlights the importance of

an intentional educational approach rather than mere casual exposure to the natural

environment as the main source of learning. The author warns against considering the

outdoor experience alone as a guarantee of meaningful learning since mere contact with

the external environment is not enough to gain an in-depth understanding of natural and

cultural phenomena. The design of quality OE experiences must be carefully planned, taking

into account the specificities of the environmental context and the needs of the learners.

From an operational point of view, OE is expressed through the action of the teacher,

who translates into practice their intentionality, vision, values and implicit curriculum. By

doing this, the teacher creates a mix of skills and personal traits that do not consist of

a simple sum of disconnected elements but must be understood in holistic and global

terms, forming a structured and multidimensional whole of effectiveness. The teacher must

not only use knowledge and skills but also take responsibility for their work to adapt,

innovate, integrate different knowledge and manage complexity. Educational action goes

beyond technique: it is a meeting point where theory, practice and reflection illuminate

each other and find concrete application. A holistic model of professional competencies
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therefore includes not only knowledge and skills but also attitudes and values essential for

the development of professional identity (Pedone, 2021).

For these reasons, teacher training for OE must be characterised in a holistic and

multidimensional way, including an in-depth preparation that covers the pedagogical, value,

and practical attributes of outdoor teaching.

Let us examine some of its aspects:

• Importance of beliefs and training needs: Farnè and collaborators (2018) state that

the difficulties in achieving quality education are not always linked to structural

limitations, but often derive from the lack of adequate tools or skills. It is therefore

crucial to focus on teachers’ primary training needs, which may be hidden behind

secondary training needs. If, for example, teachers experience difficulties in

integrating OE with standard curricular requirements or in adapting outdoor activities

to learners’ different skill levels, these secondary needs may reflect a lack of training

in instructional differentiation strategies. This suggests a primary training need:

adequate preparation in the design and personalisation of outdoor educational

activities. It is critical that OE training includes not only specific techniques for

outdoor teaching but also ways to integrate these experiences with the curriculum

and tailor them to the needs of learners, ensuring inclusive and effective activities.

• Developing Positive Attitudes and Personal Outdoor Experiences: Teachers’ attitudes

towards OE play a crucial role in the success of training, as their dispositions and

perspectives significantly influence their approach and willingness to adopt innovative

educational methods (Nicol, Higgins, Ross, Hamish & Mannion, 2007). The literature

highlights that teachers who demonstrate greater openness to OE often have

significant and positive personal experiences outdoors. These experiences can help

develop an ‘outdoor dimension’ that is essential for effective OE implementation.

Positive outdoor experiences help teachers:

– Understand and appreciate the value of OE.

– Assess risks more effectively.

– Build confidence in their abilities to meet challenges.

These factors are fundamental for developing a positive attitude towards OE, as they

allow teachers to recognise and value the pedagogical sense of adventure and risk-taking

(Farnè et al., 2018; Wolf et al., 2022). To convey a positive attitude towards the environment

to learners, teachers need to feel comfortable outdoors. They must be able to assess and

manage risks, ensuring safe and positive experiences. One effective way to develop these

skills is to include training courses in external environments in both the initial and ongoing

preparation of teachers. This approach allows teachers to directly experience the activities

they will propose to learners, thereby:
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– Enhancing their comfort level in outdoor settings.

– Improving their risk assessment and management skills.

– Developing a deeper appreciation for the educational potential of outdoor spaces.

Moreover, this hands-on approach to teacher training can also support education for

sustainable development, which should integrate outdoor experiential techniques (Nicol,

Rae, Murray, Higgins & Smith, 2019). By experiencing OE firsthand, teachers are better

equipped to:

– Design and implement effective OE experiences.

– Integrate OE principles into their overall teaching practice.

– Foster a sense of environmental stewardship in their learners.

Fostering positive attitudes towards OE through personal outdoor experiences should

be a core component of teacher training programmes. This approach not only enhances

teachers’ skills and confidence but also contributes to the broader goals of environmental

education and sustainable development.

• Integration of Pedagogical and Content Skills: Training for OE must combine in-depth

knowledge of pedagogical content with specific skills for outdoor teaching. Dyment,

Chick, Walker and Macqueen (2018) emphasise that it is essential to be able to

translate disciplinary knowledge into effective teaching practices. In this context, the

‘knowledge quartet’, which includes the transformation of knowledge into teaching

modalities, the connection between themes and the coherence of lessons (Rowland,

Huckstep & Thwaites, 2005), is particularly relevant. In the context of teaching,

specialist professional knowledge must include not only the domain of the subject (a

fundamental element) but also a general understanding of teaching and learning

methodologies (general pedagogical knowledge). In addition, as described by

Shulman (1987), it is crucial to possess what is called ‘knowledge of pedagogical

content’ – i.e., the competence to convey content effectively to learners. This model

implies that teacher training for OE must not be limited to mastery and transmission

of content, but must instead also include skills in the design and management of

outdoor educational experiences, along with a wide range of knowledge regarding

curricular structures, teachers’ legal responsibilities and other related issues.

• Development of Flexibility and Adaptation Skills: Outdoor teaching requires a level of

flexibility and adaptation that goes far beyond that required in traditional educational

settings. Outdoor environments, with their variable and unpredictable conditions, pose

unique challenges that require teachers to adapt quickly and effectively. This ability to
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adapt is crucial to take advantage of learning opportunities that may emerge

unexpectedly and to respond appropriately to environmental changes and learners’

needs (Greenwood, 2013). To prepare teachers for these challenges, OE training must

include hands-on exercises and simulations that reflect the real-world conditions in

which they will operate. Through such experiences, teachers can exercise their ability

to handle unexpected situations, make quick decisions, and take advantage of the

learning opportunities that the external context offers. These exercises should be

designed to simulate various scenarios, from adverse weather conditions to the need

to adapt activities to different group dynamics, allowing teachers to develop

strategies for dealing with uncertainty and change.

• Reflective Skills and Critical Approach to Teaching Practice: To build a professional

profile of this type, it is essential to approach training as a shared journey of discovery,

where each teacher is encouraged to adopt a research perspective on their

professionalism, embracing reflective thinking. This reflection is not an end in itself

but arises from the continuous dialogue between theory and practice, enriched by the

comparison with colleagues (Clayton, Smith & Dyment, 2014). Reflective practice is a

dominant concept in teacher education and is widely applied in initial education

programmes (McGarr & McCormack, 2016) and in-service teachers in many parts of

the world (Harford & McRuaric 2008; Nizet, 2016). During the training process,

teachers must be guided to critically reflect on their experiences, evaluate the

effectiveness of their teaching strategies and identify areas for improvement. Critical

reflection is not just an occasional practice, but an ongoing process that involves

analysing the feedback received, self-analysing one’s practices, and modifying

strategies in response to experiences in the field. Such reflection helps teachers

develop a deeper understanding of the dynamics of outdoor teaching and improve

their ability to respond effectively to daily challenges. To integrate critical reflection

into initial training, it is helpful to include activities such as guided discussions,

reflective journals, and peer feedback sessions. These tools help teachers explore

their experiences and draw meaningful lessons that can be applied in the future. In

addition, the support of experienced mentors and participation in communities of

practice can provide additional opportunities for reflection and professional growth.

Blenkinsop, Telford and Morse (2016) have identified five key areas of reflexivity that are

particularly useful when thinking about OE:

• The teacher’s self-analysis: Questions such as “How am I improving my

understanding of this context?” or “Why do I choose to do X instead of Y right now?”

help to explore personal motivations.

• Focus on learners: Both as individuals and as a group, with reflections such as “What

did I notice today?” or “What is the next logical step for their learning?”.
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• Co-reflection: Involving learners, parents and other teachers to obtain different

perspectives.

• The role of the environment: Considering questions like “How has the place

influenced our practices?” or “Have I been able to integrate the natural environment?”.

• The broader learning community: Assessing how school infrastructure and cultural

systems support or hinder outdoor work and what traditions or metaphors are

emerging.

To get the most out of OE experiences, reflection should go beyond simply checking lesson

results. Exploring these areas helps teachers improve their practice with a deeper, more

mindful approach (Neville, Petrass & Ben, 2023). Effective teacher training for OE requires

a comprehensive approach that addresses not only practical skills but also pedagogical

knowledge, attitudes, and reflective practices. This holistic approach ensures that teachers

are well-equipped to deliver meaningful and impactful outdoor educational experiences,

fostering both their professional growth and the holistic development of their learners.

Let us pause and reflect

• What do you think would be the main benefits of Outdoor Education for teachers?

• What is the importance of critical reflection for a teacher practicing Outdoor

Education?

• How can a holistic approach to teacher training improve the quality of Outdoor

Education?

Risk management

For any educational activity, planning and preparation are necessary to make the best of

the lesson. Lessons outdoor, or OE are no different for risk management. As with any

lesson preparation, the learning objective and the learner’s needs are the focus. Where an

authentic experience carries with it some level of risk, thus, preparations to control the

risk are inevitable, similar to any form of material or planning preparation required for any

type of lesson. A common misunderstanding with outdoor lessons is that they are high-

risk activities disregarding learners’ safety. These misunderstandings do not account for

the purpose of the learning and the value that these experiences can bring to maximise

learning. Risk is a real concern, but research has shown that risk aversion has negative
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consequences in development across all stages (Dickson & Gray, 2012; Paulsen et al.,

2012). While not promoting risk-taking in itself, it is important to consider the value of the

learning experience in which omission of all risk is simply impossible.

Example

It is a warm day, too hot to sit in a kindergarten class for deaf and hard-of-hearing learners.

The teacher took the learners to a nearby park from the school premises. Before the walk to

the park, the teacher showed the learners pictures of different local transport, discussed the

signs with the learners, and asked them to spot how many different transports they saw on

the walk. Learners were taught to recognise signs and make use of available traffic

infrastructures to ensure their own safety. The key to the lesson is to build an able learner

that can traverse the environment safely in a controlled activity.

Beausetha Bruwer, University of Namibia, Namibia

The scenario presented above highlights the value of the experience over the risk involved.

While there are inherent risks to a guided walk to the park, the value of the learning

experience presents in that learners cannot avoid the risk associated with transit forever.

There is value in risk, which must be controlled by the teacher, similar to any lesson

preparation. Teachers employing OE concepts must engage with risk management as part

of their lesson preparation to reduce risk. These preparations usually comprise a risk

assessment document and an eventual consent form for participants. Clear and specific

risk management documentation can be used to convince stakeholders, such as school

management and policymakers, of the value of the outdoor lesson despite the risk involved

(if any). Parents and participants are important stakeholders in education that need to be

engaged as part of education. Not only are parents custodians of their child’s participation,

but youth-adult participants can also be engaged in pre-activity through a well-designed

consent form (David et al., 2001).

Risk is often an obstacle and an element prevalent in any form of outdoor activity. In risk

management, Attarian (2012) identified different types of risk: in ‘risk’, ‘inherent risk’, and

‘perceived risk’. Risk in this context refers to the possible degree of harm or danger that may

be encountered during an activity (may not be specific to only outdoor lessons). Inherent

risks are risks that are unavoidable as part of the learning activity (e.g. running activity

and falling). Perceived risk used here refers to the awareness of the activity conductor
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in spotting the possibilities and dangers associated with the activity. The challenge with

teachers then, is to strike a balance between risk and inherent risk to not compromise any

aspects excessively, while being aware enough to spot perceived risk to conduct the activity

safely. Taking risk management seriously involves keeping perceived risk high and reducing

risk factors via a variety of methods.

Risk and Perceived Risk

Risk, or risk factors, are factors of instances where some form of harm may be present in

an activity. As different regions and sources define and work with terms and explanations

differently, the chapter refers to ISO (the International Organization for Standardization) as

the base reference for ease of discussion. ISO 31000 defined risk in risk management as

“the effect of uncertainty on objectives, whether positive or negative” (ISO, 2018; p. 2). In

their working definition, Risk is expressed in terms of risk sources, potential events, their

consequences and their likelihood. When preparing for a lesson outdoors, teachers need

to be conscious of the risk (source and event) and the severity of the risk (consequence).

The frequency or likelihood of it occurring is another factor for consideration in the scope

of the matter. Where risk factors are controlled by managing source, event, and likelihood,

perceived risk engages with the awareness of risk that may otherwise not be prepared for.

The ISO statement specifically included the phrasing of uncertainty in their statement to

capture the emphasis of preparation and awareness to avoid, as much as possible, the

degree of uncertainty in any learning activities. Attarian (2012) specifically noted that risk

and risk factors should be lowered where possible but the perceived risk of the teachers

should be kept high so as to maintain the reflexivity to assess variables related to changing

circumstances that are in the nature of outdoor lessons.

Inherent risk

The context of inherent risk refers to risks that are inherent to specific activities. Any activity

comes with its own set of inherent risks that may sometimes be severe and unavoidable.

In activities where there are water elements or take place close to water bodies, risk will be

present and would be something to plan for. In cases, however, where swim/water literacy

is the learning objective, removing the element of water defeats the practical consideration

of swim/water literacy. Drawing from Kolb (1984), Harris and Bilton (2018) highlighted the

affective benefits of active experimentation even in abstract subjects like history. Where

the risk element is part of the learning experience, teachers then have to balance the

merit of the activity with the learning objectives. It is important, however, not to mistake

complacency with the acceptance of inherent risk. Using the same example of swim/

water literacy, risk reduction actions or considerations of the depth of water compared

to the learner’s height, a lifeguard being present, or teachers/learner’s ratio are just some

considerations that could be set in place that do not affect the learning experience.
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The use of a risk assessment form is often used as documentation to demonstrate the

risk assessment, the risk reduction, and the personnel responsible are communicated and

set in place. The purpose of the form is an important piece of communication for teachers

and anyone involved in the activity to clearly communicate the task, the risk involved, and

the individual responsible for supervising the risk. A well-prepared form can also be used

for beginning teachers, who might have limited experience with the activity, to identify risks

that they might have otherwise not been able to. Due to the nature of activities conducted

outdoors, there may be times when an immediate decision needs to be made. At such

times, rather than rely on human response, which may vary with emotional and contextual

elements, it would be more effective to trigger prepared protocols as indicated on risk forms

to ensure safety plans are followed.

Risk Analysis

There are several ways that risk assessment can be conducted. The most common would

be through a systematic approach followed by a well-crafted risk form.

Look at the example1 below that demonstrates how the risk form should contain key

addresses and information.

The following risk form was used for a science lesson in a general education school

in Singapore. The lesson was crafted for learners to experiment with the growth of

cucumbers, watermelon, and lady fingers under different controlled conditions to determine

the best conditions for growing these plants.

Learning Objectives include:

– Recognising that the different mixtures of oil and fertilisers have different effects.

– Different types of plants require different conditions to allow for the best conditions.

– Pathway of growth following natural weather conditions (sunlight, rain, plot size).

1. No risk form will be able to cover all considerations and contexts, teachers should adapt and use any tools reflectively to

best meet your needs and considerations.
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The risk assessment was carried out systematically, following a pre-designed risk form.

There are different ways that risk assessment can be carried out, including even more

advanced forms of risk assessment that can include learners in a reflective exercise or co-

assessor. Salmon et al. (2014) analysed 1014 leading outdoor activity injuries and near-

miss incidents and found that the elements most frequently involved in incidents were

hazardous terrain (50.20% of all incidents), participant unsafe acts (29.78%) and teachers’

judgement errors (29.59%). In the activities that they identified, the greatest number of

injuries occurred in activities such as Free time (90.3% of all injuries), Ball sports (90.0%),

Initiatives (91.1%) and Weapons (100%). The value of educating participants carries with

it a level of risk prevention as they were noted as the second largest risk contributors,

at the level almost even with instructors. It could also be observed that although Boating

accounted for 53.9% of injuries, fatalities were recorded at 4, indicating that low injuries

are not necessarily associated with severity. In that sense, responsibility for risk is not just

for instructors or designers. It would be noted, however, that participants need to be at a

relatively high cognitive level to engage in the activity.

Let us pause and reflect

• How can learners be involved in a risk assessment process?

• What value or perspective can they bring to a risk assessment?

Parent Engagement

Consent

Consent forms are another important preparation that teachers need to prepare to

effectively engage important stakeholders, such as parents. We previously discussed the

context of risk aversion, which carries with it a whole host of developmental issues for

learners in their developmental years to adulthood (Paulsen et al., 2012). Parents are

gatekeepers of participation, as they hold the right to withdraw their child’s participation,

particularly in the OE context where risk is often associated with. Parents are also important

partners in the learning journey of a child, not just gatekeepers. There are two forms of

consent: active and passive. Active consent refers to consent that requires permission for

participation, while passive consent refers to requiring a signed form for activity omission

(Spence et al., 2015). In passive consent, an information sheet would be provided instead
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of a consent form. Traditionally, passive consent forms tend to have the least effect on

participation due to a myriad of reasons (Blom-Hoffman et al., 2008; Spence et al., 2015).

The context, however, may be subjective to the respective region’s regulation on consent

for types and formats of activities due to concerns with passive consent violating the

rights of parents who may not have received proper notification (Blom-Hoffman et al.,

2008). Consent form formats may vary and are often available widely online. In the context

of inclusion and engagement, we would instead focus on the information sheet as an

engagement tool to increase participation.

Information Sheet

Research has shown that consent forms contribute little to the active engagement of

parents in the learning experience of a child (Fletcher & Hunter, 2003; Blom-Hoffman et

al., 2008). Kraft et al. (2020) found that even prior to consent forms, 67% of parents have

already decided whether to enrol their child or not. The research was consistent with

prior research conducted by Grady et al (2017), where they too identified that parents’

engagement does not change significantly between an elaborated consent form and a

short one. Their research highlighted a key point in engaging parents in education, that

continuous engagement has more efficacy than relying on consent forms to increase

participation. Not omitting the usefulness of information sheets in engaging parents, a

well-made information sheet can increase participation, and thus inclusion, by providing

information that can inform parents of the value of a learning experience. Particularly

when parents may have inhibitions towards outdoor activities, which have often been mis-

associated with risk. In a report on Reporting to Parents in Primary School, Hall et al. (2008)

found that schools that use newsletters to engage with parents report the highest parent

satisfaction. One of the schools within the research employed bi-weekly newsletters where

parents reported high confidence and comfort in the school’s approach and interventions

(Hall et al., 2008: 99). For an information sheet or newsletter to be effective, there are key

elements that must be included. Key elements to include in an information sheet include:

Why, When, Where, and What. Participation is the basis of inclusion before any manner of

intervention can work. The intention is not simply to inform but to engage parents across a

range of different engagement levels to foster participation so that the learning experience

can be maximised.

Information sheet example
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Source: https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/research-resources/templates/example-consent-form

Why Informing parents of the value of the activity and how it contributes to the child’s growth. It
is important to indicate how the activity contributes to the child’s growth.

When The date and duration of the activity provide clarity in the event where travel
accommodations need to be made.

Where

Where the activity is taking place can also inform parents of the array of items that may be
associated with the venue. Particularly in the event where parents have to prepare any

additional items that are not included in the activity preparation. It is important to note that
parents should not be tasked with preparing necessary equipment for the activity to be

conducted.

What The specific task that is required of the student. This prepares the parents to be aware of
any physical consideration they might feel is necessary to provide to their child.
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Let us pause and reflect

• If you were a parent, would you prefer a consent form or an information sheet?

• If you were a parent, what type of information would you look out for in an information

sheet/consent form?

The way we presented OE in the chapter invites readers to approach OE not as a peculiar

form of education but as a benefit-driven one. The value of any education approach lies

in the benefits that it can bring. OE can be a subject in itself or a natural context that we

engage with to maximise learning. Effective preparation in forms of risk management and

information sheets can alleviate concerns and resistance that are often falsely associated

with OE. As teachers, we all know how difficult it is to make lessons ‘fun’ to keep learners

engaged. With OE, we are inversely presented with inherently fun activities that we need to

maximise the ‘educational’ aspects. Learning is natural and fun; let us try to keep it that way.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=635#h5p-32

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• As a future teacher, what kind of skills and knowledge do you think you may need to be
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prepared for Outdoor Education?

• Thinking about your context, how would you involve the local community and natural

environment in your teaching? Why?

• Think about an example of effective educational use of risk in an outdoor setting. How

would you manage it?

• From your standpoint, what are the most important benefits of Outdoor Education in

terms of inclusivity?

• How would you make Outdoor Education applicable to learners at all phases?
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THE MAGIC OF INCLUSION:
TRANSFORMATIVE ACTION FOR
SUSTAINABILITY EDUCATION

Sofia Ahlberg; Patricia Kennon; and Katarina Rončević

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=381#oembed-1

Example Case

Open-Ended Example Case: the “fishbowl” as a pedagogical tool for inclusivity

“You may not have time to read the essay in its entirety, so here’s an example of a classroom

activity that can give the experience of inclusion-oriented education for sustainable

development. First and foremost, it is a method for dialogue designed to offer all participants

a sense of active engagement in a discussion, no matter how much or how little they verbally

contribute. The actual topic is less important than the formal struggle of the conversation. It is

known by some as the “socratic dialogue” but it is more commonly referred to as the fishbowl

activity. The set-up is simple enough. The instructor ensures that there are enough people to

make two circles, one inner and the other outer. While participants in the inner circle share their

responses to a question, those on the outer circle are asked to listen closely without speaking.

They are encouraged to take notes and jot down any ideas that spring to mind as they listen

to the discussion. One of the remarkable outcomes following such a “fishbowl” discussion is

that participants all report having been in an active discussion even if they were in the outer

circle whose members did not speak. In one such activity set-up, secondary-school students

were asked to share their experiences after reading a short story by Julius Lester called “The

Child”. Students were asked to share their impressions of having been surprised on learning
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something new about how race can be described. An open-ended question that is grounded in

experiential learning is more likely to bring to the surface the many assumptions that students

have regarding a certain subject. Even when people aren’t sharing their own experiences, they

nevertheless learn about their own assumptions and habits of thought while listening to other

people speaking. The inner circle, by contrast, experiences a heightened sense of being heard

by a silent audience. They gain a sense of shared responsibility and responsiveness for the

discussion. The “fishbowl” activity becomes a powerful pedagogical tool for interrogating what

is often taken as the norm.”

who, Institution, Country

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What is sustainability?

2. Why does inclusion matter in this context of sustainability?

3. What reflective exercises can the reader complete as a bridge into competencies?

4. What is the role of the educator in this context?

5. How can we look beyond the impossible: Why does magic matter?

Introduction to Topic

This chapter explores the question of the intersection between sustainability and inclusion

and how the pedagogical approaches of sustainability education and inclusive education

can be dove-tailed. The chapter provides impulses for reflection for teachers as well as

concrete examples for implementing inclusive teaching practices.

Firstly, let us offer a word about the authors of this chapter. The collective “we” used

throughout the chapter refers to a collaboration of three quite different scholars each

with their own interests and passions. The plurality of our perspectives as researchers

and activists is respected in this use of the first-person plural. Also, our cultural diversity,

while not explicitly mentioned in the text, informs the discussions that were part of the

writing process. Each of us is based on a different campus and works on a different
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professional area of academia and activism and so our choice of “we” is an open cross-

pollination of multiple voices and ideas rather than the result of a convergence. In this

chapter we combine theory and praxis, drawing from our expertise in and out of the

classroom, on and off campus. When planning the chapter, we have been guided by an

overarching question: what is missing, who is excluded? With that said, it may be that

some readers feel we have made assumptions that do not reflect their circumstances,

knowledge or experience. We invite readers to get in touch with any questions or comments

you may have, especially if you feel we have overlooked or misunderstood your perspective.

Above all, it is our hope that this chapter may serve as one of many departure points for

collective thinking around inclusion-oriented education for sustainability (ESD). This cannot

be achieved without creating connections between different individuals, cultures, fields

and institutions, breaking down hierarchies and disciplinary silos while still respecting the

autonomy of research.

Key aspects

Sustainability

We want to start by offering a short background to this rather slippery topic of sustainability.

Human welfare in the context of an intact environment was first discussed on an

international political level at the first UN Conference on the Environment in Stockholm in

1972. In the same year, the Club of Rome’s report “The Limits to Growth” was published.

This report discusses the topic of sustainability in considerable detail. With the Brundtland

Report in 1983, the United Nations General Assembly formulated a worldwide program or

recommendations for action that sharpened the international discussion on sustainability

or sustainable development. Among other things, it emphasised the linkage of

environmental and developmental issues, as well as inter- and intragenerational equity, all

the while taking into accountthe global perspective. With the United Nations Conference

on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio in 1992, the model of sustainable

development, which gives equal importance to the economic, environmental, and social

dimensions, was finally recognised internationally: “The right to development must be

fulfilled so as to equitably meet developmental and environmental needs of present and

future generations.” Relevant milestones and frames of references for the international

community with regard to sustainable development were then established following

Millennium Development Goals in 2000, which were the result of the Johannesburg

Conference in 2002 and the Rio Conference in 2012. More recently, the United Nations

subsequently adopted the Agenda 2030 with its 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

The SDGs are characterised by their universality. This is to say that they hold all countries

accountable in a global partnership that subscribes to a shared understanding of values.
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The 17 goals of the SDGs are based on the following guiding principles (also known as the

5 Ps): People – Planet – Prosperity – Peace – Partnership.

The objective of the SDGs is – besides protecting planetary boundaries – also to ensure

inclusion and equality for every person. Significantly, this is not just about holding to

account, and safeguarding the rights of marginalised groups in the implementation of the

SDGs, although this is obviously an important part of it. It is above all about empowering

all people, including marginalised groups, to enable active participation in sustainable

processes on all levels.

The question is, why does inclusion matter in the context of sustainability? First of all,

it should be emphasised at this point that sustainability not only includes the ecological

dimension. Social justice is a core element that contributes to the need to break down

global power structures at the community level in order to enable equal opportunities for

all in a healthy, just, and sustainable environment. Questions relating to how closely the

environment and peace are intertwined can be clearly demonstrated by current global

crises, be it the Covid-19 pandemic, the loss of biodiversity, or wars such as the war in

Ukraine. The effects of these global crises are visible in almost all regions of the world,

and they include famines as well as energy shortages. Peace cannot be guaranteed without

attending to the environmental crisis.

However, who are we referring to when we talk about inclusion? And what does “All

means All” mean in the context of sustainability? With inclusion, we are oriented towards
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diversity: all people, regardless of socio-economic background, cultures, individual abilities

or disabilities, age, religion, gender, sexual orientation, and so on. Nonetheless, we also

mean the inclusion of nature and animals. Consequently, when we talk about inclusion,

we understand diversity as a principle of inclusion. In other words, we argue that inclusion

should be understood as a process that creates a context free of discrimination. It is

a context that empowers everyone to actively participate in questions to do with

sustainability. A key element of ensuring inclusion is, quite simply, participation of all.

However, there are structural challenges that often tend to hamper participation of all in

societal processes. Therefore, the need for cultural, society-wide change is becoming more

necessary. Here, education plays a major role with “the importance of building capacities

to enable learners to think, reflect more critically about actions, understand and respect

diversity with strong beliefs and actions rooted in social justice, equity and participation”

(Joon & Roncevic, 2015:35). On the one hand, there is a need for inclusion in education

so as to ensure “a sense of change where something excluded or omitted is now being

included in the system” (O´Donohue & Roncevic, 2020:20). On the other hand, there is

also the need to strengthen inclusion through education. A pedagogical answer can be

found in the concept of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), also Goal 4 in

the SDGs, requires us to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote

lifelong learning opportunities for all. With Goal 4.7 of the SDGs, ESD and Global Citizenship

Education, two approaches are highlighted.

In particular, ESD is about equipping all learners with the competences (for example

critical thinking, system thinking,empathy) they require in order to meet the uncertainties

that global challenges present, and will continue to present in the future, in a sustainable

manner. To ensure inclusion in general with ESD, implementation of this approach is

urgently needed. Unfortunately, for the most part, these two concepts (ESD and inclusive

education) are discussed separately and from different perspectives. Indeed, there is a

research gap in linking the development of a common perspective of both,and there is

also a lack of documented practical experiences with inclusion-oriented ESD (Rončević

& Rieckmann, (In Press); Rončević & Schulz, (In Press); Vierbuchen & Rieckmann, 2020;

Böhme, 2019). We, therefore, want to encourage inclusive education and ESD to be

thought of and implemented together from the very beginning. Inclusive education naturally

also refers to people with special (learning) needs. Here, special educational approaches

are also used to ensure access for people with different modes of accessibility to ensure

that all learners receive the best educational support according to their individual (learning)

needs. In concrete terms, this means, for example, that learning opportunities and learning

materials must have a certain flexibility so that they can be adapted according to individual

needs.

Sustainability means meeting the needs of the present in such a way that the

opportunities of future generations are not restricted. Sustainability considers the three

dimensions – economically efficient, socially just, and ecologically viable – on an equal
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footing. It is important to emphasise, that sustainability can only succeed if it is achieved

with, and for all people.

Reflective exercise for the reader as a bridge into competencies

Our first intention was to share best practices of how to incorporate inclusion-oriented ESD

in the classroom. In the early stages of writing, however, we grew a little uncomfortable

about sharing exercises and activities without knowing more about the social contexts,

positions, and even geographical locations of the reader. Inclusion can never be based

on a one-size-fits-all model. So, we decided against sharing exercises that could turn

out to be ineffective or possibly counter-productive in educating teacher-trainees in some

contexts. Instead, we will offer a set of reflective exercises for teachers or trainees aimed

at discovering and identifying the thoughts and belief systems that might shape inclusion-

oriented ESD. While we will speak more specifically out of our own discipline-specific fields

of research later in this chapter, for this exercise we would like you to consider your own

subject or field of expertise by reflecting on a set of questions. Please jot down your

answers to the following prompts on a sheet of paper or using any digital writing device:

• What can you imagine yourself teaching? It may be a subject or a topic that interests

you that you would like to bring to the classroom.

• Name two to three important learning outcomes you aim to provide when you are

designing a lesson for this topic of interest.

• What happens if you come up with something that isn’t officially recognised as needing

to be taught or currently not considered important enough to be taught? How would

you translate it into something more recognisable?

It is necessary to think more self-reflexively about what it is exactly that we teach if we want

to understand how to make what it actually offers students more inclusive. The questions

above are tangential to the matter of inclusivity. This is because what is essentially being

asked of the teacher is what would they strive to include in a classroom situation that was

not already required of them. It is a matter of acknowledging that inclusivity begins with

the teacher’s reflections on what is missing in the classroom. The prompts above direct

the educator to reflect on what is important to them and others about their subject. They

may discover new aspects of the content, theory, and practice of teaching this subject that

are relevant beyond their field. This is also an opportunity to build a new vocabulary for

communicating with the broader community on what they do in the classroom. This is a

way that the input of educators helps to ensure that education avoids becoming inert or

fixed.

Importantly, the foregoing prompts for self-reflection also help to situate educators and

learners in their learning environment. An inclusive approach to sustainability education
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means that educators and learners work together, that they welcome all ages and socio-

cultural groups. In order to envision alternative futures, it is necessary to facilitate multi-

vocal contributions of all participants across educational systems. For such encounters

to happen in an open and inclusive way, both educators and learners need to practice

deep listening. The following exercises can be used as a starting point in any educational

situation. Their aim is to develop a sense of agency, identity, and meaning through

engagement with us and with the world. It is also an exercise in making visible what may

otherwise be hidden, including aspects of our habitat. The age range of learners for this

exercise encompasses both secondary school students as well as their teachers.

Becoming aware

To do this exercise you will need 3-5 minutes. No tools are required. Look around the

classroom or the space where learning takes place. Take your time. Become aware of the

place, the furniture, and the way it is arranged. Where is the light source, either natural

or artificial? There may be several. Spread your awareness to include other teachers and

learners who share this space with you. Where are they seated in the room? And are

there sentient beings other than humans in this place? Can you see or hear something of

the natural world? Are any non-human creatures visible from where you are? What about

organic matter and other life forms? Has any of the outside come inside? Once educators

and learners have developed a habit of awareness regarding the educational environment

that they inhabit, it may be possible to turn our thoughts to how we communicate this to the

wider community in a broad and encompassing way.

A sense of belonging

Sustainability education is about developing caring relations with both the human and the

non-human world. A necessary insight for this is to achieve a sense of being a member of

the environment one cares for rather than an external agent tasked with caring. This means

moving beyond “humanist stewardship frameworks and their implicit human exceptionalist

assumptions” (Taylor, 2015:1449).

Instructions: we recommend that participants write anonymously, for example, by using

Padlet as in the following sample student responses, or via journaling that may or may

not be anonymous. The conversation prompt is: “What I learned from living things: share

a time when you learned something memorable from non-human life.” In the same way

that inclusion can be understood to encompass the non-human as well as everything

beyond the human, it is also the case that an inclusion-oriented approach to sustainability

education is mindful of future generations. Educational spaces can design a more just,

sustainable, and joyous future marked by principles of diversity and inclusion. The following

exercise may be useful in reflecting over one’s own relationship with future generations

of humans. Instructions: to do this exercise you will need 10-15 minutes, pens and paper.
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Design a message to posterity of what you think your current habitat communicates to

strangers. Please only use shapes, shades, patterns, and doodles. You can choose to

design a message of caution and warning, or a welcoming and cheerful message. Jagged,

spiky, knotted shapes may suggest threat and harm, but what shapes suggest a loving,

welcoming greeting from our century? These exercises may guide educators and learners

in finding out how we view ourselves and how we invite others into our educational space.

The role of educators as agents of change

Now let us consider how educators might engage with and enact knowledges into actions

in their practice. We are consciously using the plural term for knowledges and actions in

order to represent the diverse forms of embodied, individual, and collective knowledges as

well as conscious and unconscious beliefs, attitudes, values, and judgments that inform the

design and carrying out of educational experiences. Educators can play a transformative

role as agents of change for implementing inclusion and sustainable development

education at local, national, and transnational levels: in the teaching and learning

community of the classroom; in the social and cultural community of the early-years setting,

school or university; in their own society; and in systems of intercultural exchange and

engagement with global citizenship. The educator possesses a powerful opportunity in

their everyday practice to enact an inclusive and environmentally sustainable pedagogy

which is rooted in principles of care, the uniqueness of each learner, the interconnectedness

of humanity and our ecological environments, the integrity of nature in its own right, the

rights of each learner, and the rights and needs of each culture, especially indigenous

and marginalised groups. It is crucial for sites of formal teaching and learning, such as

the institutions of the school and university, as well as informal educational spaces and

educational partnerships to recognise and respond to both the individual learning and

educational needs of each learner as well as to local and global environmental, economic,

and cultural challenges.

Although there are many competing understandings of sustainability education and

inclusive education, education at the intersection of these domains involves highlighting

local and/or global social injustices and inequities with a view to motivating individuals

and groups to work towards a different future, based on a more equitable, sustainable, and

just vision of human and ecological worlds (Bryan et al., 2009). The overarching concern

of inclusive sustainability education aims towards a re-organisation and re-imagining of

human and non-human relations within ecological, economic, and cultural environments

for supporting all people and the natural world in the current contemporary moment, as

well as in and for the future. Since the nexus of inclusive education and sustainability

education within educational contexts is not always named or defined, it is important for

student teachers and teacher educators to collectively centre educational practice which
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prioritises equitable, inclusive, and environmentally and culturally sustainable relationships

in all contexts of teaching and learning.

As part of our invitation to student teachers and teacher educators to incorporate this

model of inclusive sustainable development education into your practice, we draw on

Marilyn Cochran-Smith and Susan Lytle’s theory of practice that conceptualises teaching

for equity and social and environmental justice as being far more than the development

of skills, strategies, and teaching methodologies. Their framework of ‘inquiry as stance’ is

neither a top-down nor a bottom-up theory of action, but an organic and democratic one that

positions practitioners’ knowledge, practitioners, and their interactions with students and

other stakeholders at the center of educational transformation. Actually, living and enacting

the mission statements of educational institutions, especially third-level institutions, is

vital in order to recognise and empower educators’ agency and all learners’ equity of

participation within the classroom as well as outside the classroom. An understanding of

both the educators’ and learners’ own lives and lived experiences as well as the potential of

collective action and intersectional and intergenerational solidarity are needed.

We encourage you to reflect on your beliefs, attitudes, agency, advocacy for inclusive

education and sustainable development education, your professional partnerships, and

your relationships with parents and families in this regard. Change towards a culturally

and ecologically-sensitive inclusive sustainability education needs to happen at individual,

institutional, and community levels and educators need to connect key ideas of inequality

and inequitable distribution of resources with conceptions of justice, recognition, and

emancipation at the level of each individual learner’s educational needs, local cultural and

ecological contexts of discrimination, disadvantage and privilege, and global contexts of

challenges such as climate justice, poverty, hunger, quality education for all, gender equality,

responsible consumption and production, sustainable cities and communities, and peaceful

societies. Bringing together inclusive education and sustainability education offers a crucial

intervention for an educational practice which is capable of acknowledging and analysing

oppressive and discriminatory educational, ecological, and cultural systems as well as the

dynamic interaction of knowledges and actions to confront and transform these systems.

In their everyday practice, educators at all levels must negotiate and navigate curricula

and contexts in disciplinary-specific as well as interdisciplinary ways. Key to this

professional decision-making and series of educational actions is the educator’s

relationship with what can be called ‘Big C’ Curriculum and ‘little c’ curriculum. Curriculum

with a ‘Big C’ involves the explicit and standardised concepts, contents, and skills which are

informed by local and national learning outcomes, educational benchmarks, assessments,

and standards. ‘Little c’ curriculum encompasses the ‘hidden curriculum’, the day-to-day

interactions with learners, and the myriad of implicit teaching and learning modes and

systems which the institution of schooling implicitly presumes and inculcates, for example,

dress codes, the privileging of certain languages over learners’ home languages, gender

norms, the normative assumption of ableist physical teaching and learning materials and
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environments. Both the ‘Big C’ and ‘little C’ involve conscious and unconscious normative

structures, power relationships, privileges, inclusionary, and exclusionary practices. Just

as the ‘Big C’ curriculum might assume a Eurocentric bias or ethnocentric worldview in

supposedly ‘objective’ content in History or canons of literature around particular

communities, histories, and knowledges, the ‘little C’ curriculum is similarly biased towards

maintaining the hegemony of particular norms, individuals and groups while

disenfranchising marginalised learners and groups who are neurodivergent, indigenous,

working-class, migrants, etc. A socially- just, environmentally-just, and change-oriented

teacher is one who recognises that no teaching is neutral (Freire, 1970) and who is

committed to critical pedagogy, critical literacy, sustainable and inclusive teaching and

learning, democracy, and democratic practice. Educators’ acknowledgment and affirmation

of the diversity of lived experiences and environmental contexts that they, as well as each

of their students, bring into the classroom are key for enabling educators to link real-world

issues and challenges, and to make teaching and learning authentic and meaningful.

The letter ‘C’ also brings us to the importance of educators’ own competencies, which

are vital for equipping them to act as agents of change at local and global levels, and

to culturally and environmentally respond to the needs of their diverse learners, their

educational, economic and social contexts, their local and national Curricula, and their own

daily interpretation and enactment of curricula. There are many national and international

systems and programmes of educator competencies but in our collective perspective, the

following three competencies are particularly important for equipping and empowering

educators’ capacity and confidence to implement inclusion-oriented sustainability

education: creativity; collaboration and deep listening; and systems thinking (the ability

to deal with complexity). Creative Scotland defines creativity as ‘the capacity to generate

ideas; things that have value to the individual. Looking at things with a fresh eye; examining

problems with an open mind; making connections; learning from mistakes and using the

imagination to explore new possibilities’ (2013: 55). Creativity supports the development

of the pedagogical expertise of student teachers, including subject-specific pedagogical

content knowledge such as play-based pedagogy in the teaching of Mathematics or a

place-based pedagogy in the teaching of Geography, as well as empowering learners to

more fully participate in and have equitable access to learning. We would urge educators

in all educational levels and sectors to incorporate these professional values and actions

into their own practice as well as incorporating a diversity of opportunities for learners

to develop their own creativity and imaginative agency. Educators’ own creativity and the

fostering of learners’ creativity take on even more urgency due to ongoing and new

challenges and crises that the human and nonhuman worlds are facing.

The second competency which is vital for designing and implementing an inclusive

model of sustainability education involves the importance of collaborations and deep

listening between all educators, learners, and stakeholders in eacheducational setting and

sector as well as across educational settings and sectors. Meaningful and reciprocal
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partnerships and collaborations are crucial. Early-years practitioners, primary-school

teachers, secondary-school teachers, teacher educators and all of their diverse educational

settings must be regarded as equal and valued sites and producers of knowledge by

academia and academics around sustainability education for creating and maintaining

successful and cross-sectoral links policy, teaching, learning, research, and lived

experience. Deep listening — an ongoing practice of suspending self-oriented, reactive

thinking, and opening one’s awareness of the unknown and unexpected —is a powerful tool

for enabling more authentic and shared understandings and consensus across differences

and diversities of learners and their economic, social, and ecological contexts. Through

deep listening, we can affirm, motivate, and empower others as well as ourselves, build

trust and goodwill, learn and exchange new ideas and alternate perspectives, work through

conflict, make it safe for us all to equally and equitably participate in education, and

transform human and nonhuman relationships. The third competency of systems thinking

is linked with the importance of deep listening as both competencies require a readiness for

recognising and respecting complexity. While systems thinking can mean different things to

different people, systems thinking generally involves a sensitivity to the dynamic complexity

and intersectionality of identities, cultures, and ecologies and calls for compassion,

courage, curiosity, clarity, and a commitment to enacting change in ways that benefit all

stakeholders. It requires a shift in mindset from the linear to the circular, a willingness to

see a situation or problem more fully, and acknowledgements that educators and learners

are interrelated, that human and nonhuman worlds are interconnected, and a respect for

the legitimacy and diversity of multiple interventions to social, political, and ecological

challenges. Bringing creativity, deep listening, and a systems-thinking mindset together

in educational practice can offer possibilities for different futures which can sustain and

affirm the needs and diversity of learners, contexts, and planetary boundaries alike.

In order for student teachers to develop these three competencies and for educators

in all settings to authentically and meaningfully enact the values and actions of inclusive

sustainability education, all disciplines, subject areas, and levels of education must

embrace and play their individual and collective roles. No discipline or level of education

(early years, primary, secondary, third-level, adult education, community education etc.) is

exempt from engaging with and enacting the values and transformative actions of inclusive

sustainability education. There can be pervasive normative assumptions that inclusive

sustainability education is more ‘naturally’ relevant or applicable for some subjects such as

Geography while it can be perceived as irrelevant or inapplicable to subjects such as Drama

Education or PE Education or ‘too complex’ for young learners in early years settings. Such

norms and normative knowledges can be embedded in neo-colonialist and conservative

power relationships, binaries, and histories of cultural and ecological hierarchies. Many

student teachers arrive at their engagements with sustainability education and inclusive

education from an ethnocentric place, taking neurodivergent, classist, and ableist norms

and European ‘superiority’ for granted and believing that their viewpoint is both the best
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and ‘common sense’. Educational theorists such as Douglas Bourn advise student teachers

and teacher educators to deconstruct issues and events and consider them from a range

of perspectives in order to develop a ‘sense of global outlook’ or ‘global mind-set’ which

understands the viewpoints of others. Educators need to develop competencies which

empower themselves as agents of change and which support their learners to view the

human and nonhuman world through diverse lenses. Challenging ethnocentrism and the

associated normative regimes of ableism, racism, sexism, and homophobia, and

incorporating multiple perspectives into teaching and learning are intrinsic elements of an

inclusive sustainability education pedagogy. Creativity and dialogic methodologies such

as deep listening and systems thinking are key tools for recognising, naming and fighting

oppression and inequities at both a local and a global level and for responding to the needs

of contemporary learners, communities, and ecological environments as well as the needs

of future human and nonhuman generations.

Magic Matters – looking beyond the impossible

Magic is often thematized as the inexplicable extension of some individual’s influence. The

form of magic that interests us is much more along the lines of discovering possibilities

through the concerted action of collaborative and inclusive groups.

Along with promoting principles of care, the classroom is also a place for provoking

a critical perspective on what is or is not possible, especially when dealing with wicked

problems and powerful adversaries. It is often a matter of deciding when to employ rational

principles based on standards such as precedent or so-called business as usual, and when

to seek alternatives. This is acutely relevant in our time considering that schools play a

very important role in educating citizens of an uncertain future who will need to be climate

aware and capable of adapting to rapidly changing circumstances. At the same time,

global decision-making bodies are showing that they cannot effectively turn the climate

crisis around via rational argument and strategic planning, and this is despite impressive

scientific and technological development over the last few decades. The environmental

crisis is literally a case of shapeshifting on a planetary scale and to address it another type

of knowledge is required, one that cannot be measured against key performance indicators

that do not register the pace and degree of change taking place. We call for the magic of

inclusion in the sense that no line of enquiry is omitted simply because it seems impossible

or irrational or does not fulfil some established criteria of feasibility. A starting point for

understanding what is magical about inclusion-oriented ESD is to remind readers that when

people collaborate widely on climate action using methods and motives that conventional

knowledge deems impossible and irrational, change happens, previously indiscernible ways

forward (or back) become visible and viable. This has been proven most spectacularly

by Greta Thunberg. Her FridaysForFuture, and other such global movements of climate

activism, are manifestations of action at a distance, a key definition of magic. In this case,
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an individual or collective speech goes beyond its immediate audience so that it moves

listeners or readers who are far away, sometimes becoming a call to action.

As we know, learning always involves change. When a student gains an insight, masters

a concept or acquires a new skill, they do not just become better equipped at dealing with

reality, as well they become capable of creating their reality. Moreover, when collaborative

and literacy skills are built into everything they learn, then they are able to enlist others

in creating worlds they can share. We see the climate crisis as a specifically pedagogical

challenge insofar as all responses should involve learning very new ways of being in the

world and of living equitably with others. More specifically, in the present context it is as

much about unlearning and dropping harmful habits and practices as it is about taking

on new ones. The kind of learning that must face climate crisis means comprehending

new ways of seeing the human and other-than-human so as to grasp new methods for

mutual survival while letting go of other, less sustainable and thus counter-productive ways.

It is about broadening and deepening the vocabulary we use for defining and invoking

spaces of creative and inclusive practices. Pedagogy changes people in a process that

can be likened to shapeshifting as it shifts our boundaries and expands what we believe

is possible. At stake is the kind of knowledge acquisition that requires students to pass

through liminal and transformative experiences to make real discoveries about themselves

and their world. This is what Rudine Sims Bishop means when she speaks of “sliding doors”

that readers find in books that they “have only to walk through in imagination” to find

themselves responding to actual or possible worlds. Sims Bishop notes these doors can

be mirrors as well by which readers learn about themselves and their own worlds. We will

say more about that in relation to children’s literature. For now, we want to point out that

an inclusion-oriented practice towards educating for sustainability emphasises dealing with

realities as they are rather than denying them. It also fosters the equally real capacity to

imagine different future realities and new ways of collaborating with others.

Collaboration with others requires communication and the ability to share vocabularies

and literacies widely. No matter where in the world you are teaching, you will find that

language proficiency is an educational goal built into the curriculum. Literacy and language

proficiency are important for preparing students to become participants in democratic

processes and actively contribute to sustainable communities. Even if you are not teaching

languages or literature, we argue that the practice of creative writing as a path towards

improving literacy helps forge inclusive approaches to sustainability education. Creativity

is a means of welcoming diversity since it is often aimed at discovering aspects of one’s

world, of oneself and of others that reveal a wealth of possible relationships that might

otherwise be excluded or overlooked. Creativity can include improvisation, a focus on

listening, as well as a spontaneous call, and response as a way of engaging with expression.

Creativity is about getting outside of one’s preconceptions and assumptions and learning

instead new ways of seeing and responding to diversity. We are passionate about using

creativity to develop literacy because this helps remedy the problem of uneven participation

792 | THE MAGIC OF INCLUSION: TRANSFORMATIVE ACTION FOR SUSTAINABILITY EDUCATION



in classroom activities due to varying literacy levels. Naturally, there is a continuation of

this benefit after schooling when literacy is a basis for improved participation in society.

Creativity has to do with a spirit of adventure in collaboration that can draw on a plurality

of voices – one’s own as well as others’ – for developing relations between diverse beings

and bodies. Sustainability education is about bringing creativity together with the courage

needed to work with others in imagining alternative ways of living in communities. However,

to ensure that these communities are inclusive, it is necessary for all to contribute

throughspeaking, reading and writing.

Courage is a focus in many creative exercises that help overcome the fear of looking

stupid in the eyes of others. And this is a key element of collaborative creative endeavour.

Improvisation is one way of encouraging students to develop trust and the ability to respond

to others in a way that is similar to ensemble theatre performance. The following variation

on the collaborative writing game called exquisite corpse helps students overcome the fear

of expressing themselves creatively. It succeeds in this because they are riffing on words

and phrases that they did not personally come up with. In this version of the game, the

teacher shares with the class the final sentence from a novel or a text that the group is

studying. One student then begins the activity by writing a sentence or a phrase beginning

with the last four words of that sentence and folds the paper to hide what they have written.

Then, before passing the paper over to a fellow student, they write the last four words of

their sentence on a new line which the next person now has to complete. They then repeat

the process with the folding of the paper and beginning a new line with their final four

words for the next student to complete, and so on. This activity can also be done online

using a private message function. In this case, students each receive the four prompt words

from the teacher and then send their sentence back one at a time to the teacher who will

send the final four words to the next student. The teacher is responsible for collecting

all the contributions and distributing the words to the next student until all have made

their contribution. The body of writing that emerges at the end of this activity becomes a

wonderful joint creation that often provokes wonder and curiosity. When the teacher reads

it out loud, with the lines of each participant sutured via the repetition of four words, the

result is often heartwarming and beautiful.

Similarly to the empowering potential of creative writing and creative self-expression,

children’s and young adult literature can provide a powerful and transformative space

for exploring identities, norms, power relationships, and human-nonhuman relationships.

Stories offer opportunities for affirming ourselves and our understanding of our place in

our world as well as engaging with diversity and alternative ways of being and doing in

non-hierarchical ways for building reciprocal learning and respect. In Rudine Sims Bishop’s

inspiring framework about the potential of literature for young people to create a celebration

of belonging as well as difference, fiction and nonfiction can operate as “windows, offering

views of worlds that may be real or imagined, familiar or strange. These windows are also

sliding glass doors, and readers have only to walk through in imagination to become part of
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whatever world has been created and recreated by the author. When lighting conditions are

just right, however, a window can also be a mirror” (Sims Bishop). We would invite you to

consider which picture books, films, short stories, poems, novels etc. in your own personal

life have acted as windows and doorways into another way of thinking and being and which

have acted as mirrors which consolidate and reflect your own experience, perspective,

and identity. We would also encourage you to reflect about what kinds of literature you

have selected in your professional role as educator and might you select for bringing into

your learning community and your educational practice. Who is recognised, privileged, and

centred in these works? Whose voices and perspectives are normalised in these works and

who is absent or neglected or erased? What kinds of conscious and unconscious biases

are involved regarding social and economic systems and issues of class, race, age, gender,

sexual orientation, religion, ethnicity, and disability? What kinds of ideas, beliefs, values,

and knowledges are being consciously and implicitly taught and learnt regarding human-

nonhuman relationships, ecologies, and global environmental challenges?

Children’s and young-adult literature as well as the wider area of arts-based approaches

can open up and support safe imaginative spaces for educators and learners alike to

reflect and collaboratively explore diversities of voices, traditions, identities, contexts, and

perspectives while also inviting us to consider our realities and lived experiences and to

imagine new possibilities and alternatives. Visual narratives such as picture books, comics,

graphic novels, films, animation, and illustrated nonfiction offer rich and enriching potential

for developing different learners’ linguistic capacities and visual literacy skills while building

learners’ environmental agency and engagement with ecological issues as well as social,

cultural, political ideas. Learners at all educational levels can interact with children’s and

young-adult literature to inspire their own creative and investigative projects around their

own family histories, their local communities, and their understandings and participation

in human-nonhuman relationships, for example, creating guidebooks about their heritages

which recognise and centre indigenous and marginalised knowledges, keeping a naturalist’s

notebook which enacts and advocates for care and a commitment to sustainability.

Educators and learners might collaboratively explore works of activism, political speeches,

guerrilla theatre, hip hop activism, culture jamming, and associated genres as well as create

their own activist works such as letter-writing to political and community leaders, petitions,

advocacy journalism, and social-media campaigns around issues of economic, ecological,

and cultural concern to them, their families, and communities such as sustainable

consumerism, discriminations against minority groups, the circular economy, enabling the

human rights of all learners, etc. Literature for young people, and by young people, can

act as an immersive and accessible springboard for place-based embodied learning and

projects around investigating the histories, stories, languages, needs, cultures, and

heritages of local, national, and global communities.
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Conclusion

Our world is facing complex challenges such as unprecedented loss of biodiversity, climate

crisis, geopolitical conflicts. Democracy is also at risk due to increasing populism in some

regions of the world. Society-wide transformations are needed to ensure stability together

with sustainability. Education needs to be part of these changes which will include

transformative inclusion-oriented ESD. An inclusion-oriented ESD prepares the young

generation – regardless of socioeconomic and cultural background, (dis)ability, race or

sexual orientation – for current and future challenges and enables them to deal with their

impacts. Such an approach may result in the participation of all learners in the struggle for

a more sustainable future. In this chapter we have offered new orientations for educators

and student teachers to begin to incorporate inclusion-oriented principles within the formal

school system and beyond. We highly recommend that educators start the process in a

way that suits them. This could be through classroom activities, extracurricular activities or

subject design with the aim of enabling all learners to actively work through sustainability

questions. In uncertain times like these, the focus should be on taking stronger action,

opening up spaces for young learners to identify alternative, sustainability-oriented actions

and, above all, try out new approaches. In order to realise this ambitious approach, we

call for an openness in our educational practices to help facilitate the unprecedented and

perhaps inexplicable change that our times call for. This is what we mean by the magic of

inclusion.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=381#h5p-23

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

1. How would you like to begin adapting your teaching practices along an inclusion-

oriented sustainability education?

2. Where do you see the first concrete opportunities for connection to your daily teaching

practices? Is it your subject?
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3. What do you need for your teaching?
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UNDERSTANDING SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL
DEVELOPMENT AND BEHAVIOURAL
DIFFICULTIES

Julia Bialek; Chris Carstens; Cynthy K. Haihambo; and Francesca Mara
Santangelo

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=449#oembed-1

Initial questions

In this chapter, you will find the answers to the following questions:

• What are possible causes for SEBDs?

• What are the societal pitfalls for children exhibiting SEBDs?

• What are efficient approaches and resources?

Example Case

Let’s look at this case from somewhere in Southern Africa.

Maria is 14 years old. She is a high performing learner, among those that were recommended
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by all the teachers to become a student leader in her grade nine year. Then COVID-19 started

and took away her grandmother, and two weeks after that, her mother and father. She had to

grow up instantly and take charge of her three younger brothers. Although they stay with an

aunt in the homestead they shared with their mother and grandmother, things have changed a

lot. Her grandmother used to get up early in the morning, wake them up and prepare porridge

for them before they went to school. Their aunt is a security officer who mostly works at night

and only comes home after Maria and her brothers have left for school. She has to set the

alarm on the phone, which belonged to her mother, wake up the young learner and make sure

they get something to eat. She also makes sure that they are properly dressed, and their

books are all in order. At least, when they come from school, their aunt would have prepared

lunch. All she needs to do is clean the house, supervise the children’s homework and prepare

dinner. Only then can she start with her own homework. Maria’s teachers are noticing that she

is becoming less involved in school activities and her grades are dropping. She also does not

spend time with other girls her age. Some teachers say she is moody and withdrawn. Her

peers however decided to go to her house every Saturday to help with the shopping, do laundry

and cook meals for the whole week so that she doesn’t need to cook every evening. She

appreciates this a lot, but deep down, she just wants her mother and grandmother back.

Questions and tasks to reflect and discuss:

• Do you think Maria is showing signs of Social-Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties

(SEBD)?

• If you were Maria’s teacher, what would you make of Maria’s behaviour?

• How would you go about helping Maria improve her grades?

Cynthy K. Haihambo, University of Namibia, Namibia

Introduction to Topic

The well-being of children in any given society depends largely on the ability of change

agents in their environment to enable them to be adaptable, emotionally intelligent and

self-sufficient individuals who can live a content life. Schools are therefore expected to be

responsive to the needs of all learners and enable them to experience a sense of belonging

and success, regardless of the difficulties they may experience. The starting point for this

responsibility is to understand children through their developmental stages and challenges.

Social-emotional difficulties are widespread, for example the World Health Organisation

posits that about 40 million people across the world are described as being affected

by conduct-dissocial disorders (WHO, 2019) characterised by persistently disruptive

behavioural problems, which may present as antisocial or impulsive behaviour. Individuals

with social-emotional and behavioural difficulties struggle regarding mental, sensory,
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physical, communication and/or social-emotional abilities and capabilities

(www.southampton.gov.uk/schools-learning/send-local-offer/intro-send/send-conditions/

semh/). Some of these behaviours can be linked to certain diagnoses; however, many are

influenced by a range of factors including; the home environment, the school setting,

teacher-learner relationships, socio-economic backgrounds and stressors in society.

Children with social and emotional difficulties often find themselves confronted with

exclusion and ostracisation. Firstly, it is important for us to understand the motivation

behind the behaviour both as an expression of underlying needs and difficulties. Social-

emotional difficulties should explore the wider context of a child’s environment including

the emotional, social and societal influences. This raises the question of what different

experiences learners need in their environment to develop different behaviours. Secondly,

we will identify the educational tools and strategies designed to help teachers dealing

with learners presenting with SEBD. We will explore real educational experiences across

different countries to facilitate our understanding of social-emotional and behavioural

difficulties. Finally, we will conclude the Chapter with recommendations for teachers on

how to care for the wellbeing of learners.

Key aspects

Defining SEBD

According to Zhang and colleagues, Social Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD)

are described as behaviours or emotions that deviate so much from the socially defined

norm that they interfere with the child’s own growth and development and/or the lives

and wellbeing of others (Zhang et al., 2013). The term Social, Emotional and Behavioural

Difficulties is an umbrella term and covers a complex range of divergent behaviours which

can be extremely challenging for young learners, their caregivers, and educators. In

particular, they have been associated in childhood with increased risks of educational

underachievement, teenage pregnancy, substance abuse, unemployment, and are also

predictive in adulthood of outcomes like delinquency, mental health difficulties, and social

marginality (Wren et al., 2022). There is evidence that SEBDs are influenced by various

bio-psychosocial factors such as gender, age, and family income level, and an increasing

number of children with such difficulties live in settings characterised by social, economic,

and cultural disadvantage (UKG, 2015). For example, Maria, a previously high-achieving

learner, faced a dramatic life change due to family loss and subsequent caregiving

responsibilities, putting her at risk for academic and social challenges that may be

interpreted as SEBD.

Regarding social-emotional difficulties, a distinction is made between so-called

internalising and externalising forms of expression. Internalising difficulties are

characterised by anxiety, somatisation, and depression (Grubert, 2016, p. 3; Scherreiks and
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Schwalbe, n.d., p. 4). Internalising symptoms are often less noticeable to outsiders but can

lead to a high level of stress for the affected young learners affecting their socioemotional

development, and severely impairing their participation in learning. In the context of anxiety

and depression, this can manifest itself in a variety of physical and psychological

symptoms, including suicidal behaviour (ibid). In Maria’s case, her withdrawal from social

interactions and school activities could be seen as an internalising response to her

overwhelming responsibilities and the profound loss she experienced.

Externalising difficulties, on the other hand, are much more visible to the outside world.

This category includes attention and social behaviour disorders, whereby the latter is

usually referred to as behaviour that violates social norms, e.g. through aggressive,

impulsive or oppositional behaviour (Mingebach, 2018, p. 5).

The described manifestations make it clear that there is a large variety of SEBDs which

we can frequently – knowingly or unknowingly – encounter. It is important to underline at

this point that the educational intervention must aim at managing the behaviour the child

is presenting with, and not with changing the child her/himself. We will elaborate on how to

achieve this, including various methods and case studies, in the following chapter.

Childhood development and attachment needs

Social emotional development in early childhood is closely related to the attachment

process and to the development of the stress-regulation system (Kain et al., 2020, p. 31).

According to Bowlby, attachment is an emotional bond that connects people across time

and space. (Bowlby, 1969). Children develop a strong bond with those who are in close

proximity to them, and who provide a ‘secure base’ when they are scared or distressed, even

if they are not in the same place at that moment.

The need for attachment is one of the basic human needs. We are unable to survive

without attachment. In situations where an infant feels insecure, the emotional connection

with the attachment figure helps the infant to self-sooth and regulate his/her emotions,

thus creating a secure attachment. Responding consistently and sensitively to the infant’s

needs is important and infants who are securely attached explore objects in the safety

of the caregiver’s presence. Safety in attachment is therefore necessary for learning and

development. Through attachment we develop the ability to control our own emotional

state, so that we learn to deal with situations that trigger feelings such as fear, anger,

sadness, etc. (Kain et al., 2020, p. 32).

Babies are unable to self-regulate but rather need an attachment figure to co-regulate

them. This means that caregivers support the baby’s self-regulation in situations where the

child’s stress level increases. Therefore, it is necessary for the caregiver to recognize the

cause of the increase in stress and respond to it promptly and sensitively (Kain, et al., 2020,

p. 32). Caregivers must also be able to regulate children’s stress and emotions. In order to

do this, they must have first learnt how to manage their own emotions and stress levels.
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The autonomic nervous systems of people influence each other. A calm and well-regulated

person unconsciously sends out emotions via facial expressions, eye contact, muscle tone,

sweat production, and signals of safety, which are also unconsciously picked up by other

people to calm their own system. Likewise, the signals of stress in another person can also

cause their own stress level to rise (Levine, 2011). This is a challenging task for parents, as

stress and emotional distress of the child initially cause their own stress levels to rise.

Consistent co-regulation is crucial for social and emotional development: the process

of co-regulation (between caregiver and infant) allows the infant to regulate her/himself.

According to Schore, this is one of the main mechanisms of early childhood (Schore, 2001)

(Kain et al., 2020, p. 33). Without this, the nervous system becomes overstimulated leading

to unregulatable emotions and resulting in stressful behaviours labelled as challenging by

others. The real challenge is borne by the children who face a difficult situation in several

respects. They do not have caregivers who are available to them as a “safe haven” in

difficult situations, and are incapable of managing their own emotions. Their failure to

respond appropriately to difficult behaviour, provokes angry or aggressive responses which

may be compounded by a stressful environment for which they feel unable to control.

Consequently, they may substitute strategies that provide them with a sense of control

and safety. This can result in very specific behaviours that compensate? for the lack

of emotional regulation? cannot be changed by cognitive explanations, “if – then”

interventions or so-called “consequences”, as these interventions do not consider the

underlying lack of regulatory strategies.

Every person finds their own ways and needs different things to feel safe. Here are some

examples:

A seven-year-old pupil tried to be in constant contact in different ways. She was constantly

checking in or just talking in class. She often sought physical closeness to her teacher

and wanted to sit in front of her and hold her hand. If the teacher refused, she took every

opportunity to come to the front. She liked to look for misbehaviours of the other pupils so

that she could run to the teacher and tell her about it. In other situations, she felt the need to

check every few minutes if what she was doing was right.

Her behaviour was understood as “seeking attention” and was responded to by ignoring

her efforts as much as possible so as not to make her feel successful with her strategies.

The goal, of course, was to get her to stop these behaviours. The result was different. She

repeated these behaviours because the need for security had been reinforced. This behaviour

must be understood by teachers as a form of communication if they are to give her what she

needs: the feeling of being seen, the certainty of being safe with her teachers, after several

very insecure life experiences in early childhood in her family.

The second example shows a different behavioural strategy, which was developed

through the experience of domestic violence.

An eight-year-old boy showed great difficulties in concentrating, he was constantly in a

state of movement, his reactions were very impulsive and with a high level of aggression.
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In addition, he had great problems learning the content which was taught. He was given the

diagnosis of ADHD. On closer observation, however, it became clear that the boy had no

problem with a lack of attention, quite the opposite. He was able to pick up everything that

was going on inside the classroom, every conversation between two pupils, every movement,

every emotional change in individual pupils, he perceived every need of each individual pupil.

And even things outside the classroom, in the corridor, on the school grounds, he was

extremely aware of. If something happened somewhere that was perceived as threatening

by his highly activated and not well-regulated nervous system, he left his seat and ensured

that the situation could be brought under his control through behaviour that was judged as

aggressive from the outside. Since the detection of potential dangers and the reaction to

them required his entire capacity, he hardly had any capacity left for the subject matter and

was perceived as inattentive, unfocused and impulsive. (Julia Bialek, Counsellor in different

schools )

Questions and tasks to reflect and discuss:

• How can understanding a child’s need for safety shift a teacher’s approach to

classroom behaviour?

• How might recognizing the root causes of behaviour help create a supportive learning

environment?

These are just two examples, to which many more could be added, which highlight how

forms of expression described as SEBD arise out of a dynamic that is always related to

experience. One underlying developmental dynamic was described here, yet, a multitude

of possible causes could be summarised under the term SEBD from attachment research,

developmental psychology, neurobiology and various other fields.

Young learners’ problems with the system?

The importance of a strong relationship between learners and teachers has been widely

acknowledged (ref?). Research has underlined some fundamental differences between

teachers’ and young learners’ points of views: for example, teachers may attribute

behavioural difficulties to young learners’ personality, their lack of motivation or disruptive

nature, or family problems. Meanwhile young learners complain about unfair treatments,

prejudiced attitudes and lack of empathy or listening capabilities and they may exhibit

difficult behaviours to resolve problems (Spera and Wentzel, 2003; Cooper and McIntyre,

1993).

A study (Cefai and Cooper, 2010), that sought the views of secondary school students

exhibiting SEBDs in Malta, has identified five main themes which represent barriers to

learning, well-being and inclusive education:
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• Poor relationships with teachers; in which young learners perceive a lack of

understanding and support, or feel humiliated and inadequate when teachers ignore

them. The lack of connection may prevent them talking about their emotions or

problems;

• Sense of unfairness and injustice; especially when young learners are identified by,

and labelled for, their own behaviour and sometimes punished for their peers’

misbehaviour;

• Sense of oppression and powerlessness; young learners may not feel they have a right

to a voice their opinion, leading to feelings of alienation and disengagement from the

system;

• Unconnected learning experiences; due to boring and unrelated to real-life situations

and curricula;

• Exclusion and stigmatisation; due to teachers’ inability to understand young learners’

social and emotional needs. Young learners become vulnerable and stop believing in

themselves, and disengagement emerges as a self-protective mechanism.

Negative perceptions of young learners can also pose barriers to young learners hindering

not only personal development, but the entire learning process. In the next section, we will

identify factors which can enhance educational strategies and facilitate inclusion.

Methods and strategies for an education for all

Teachers

Co-regulation, Externalisation

Forming stable relationships within the school setting is crucial to the development

and education of young learners. These relationships provide stability, safety, and co-

regulation, all of which are essential for effective learning. Building these connections goes

beyond being reliable and trustworthy; it requires a genuine acceptance and appreciation of

students, regardless of any challenging behaviours they may present with. Such behaviours

often serve as coping mechanisms developed in response to previous traumatic

experiences or difficult challenges, and should not be viewed simply as problems to be

resolved. For learners presenting with SEBDs, addressing these behaviours requires an

understanding of their root causes, including family dynamics and home environment,

values, and any past traumas. Observing and gathering insights into each learner’s

background respectfully and empathetically helps foster a deeper connection and trust,

forming a foundation for effective support. This approach enables teachers to respond not

only to behaviours but also to the underlying needs of each learner (Zimmermann, 2017, p.

23).

Co-regulation

If children do not have the experience of being calmed by their parents in a situation
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of stress, or negative emotions, they do not learn to regulate their nervous system and

emotional situation hence they must learn to co-regulate in adulthood. Co-regulation is the

process by which adults support the child’s emotional regulation during situations of stress

and strain thus ensuring the regulation of emotion and the activation of the sympathetic

nervous system to a more desirable state?. The transfer of this regulation into a self-

directed ability is one of the main tasks of childhood and the prerequisite for learning social

skills (Kain et al., 2020, p. 33).

How can teachers support the regulation of young learners:

1. Recognise the alarm signals that occur when the stress system is activated;

2. Remain calm themselves and radiate calmness;

3. Identify the causes of stress, show understanding, find words together for what has

happened and what is needed, offer alternatives such as short breaks, exercise, etc.

It has also proven to be very helpful to get close to the learner more often, to make “soft”

eye contact, i.e. to look at them in a friendly manner and with as little confrontation as

possible, as a direct gaze can very quickly appear threatening. We would also recommend

going on walks with young learners who are experiencing distress. Any kind of interaction

or mundane activity which can happen side-by-side, (rather than directly facing each other)

is much less confrontational.

Externalisation

The externalisation approach, developed by Michael White and David Epston (White and

Epston, 2009), states that ‘it is not the person or the relationship that is the problem, but the

problem that is the problem’ (White and Epston, 2009, p. 57). This approach separates the

problem from the person allowing the person to take control over their life. The following

questions may bring about a more productive outcome rather than focusing on the

individual. When did the problem start, was it always there, in what situations was it

problematic, what is the goal of the problem, what positive things could the problem have

in mind for the person?

This approach reduces feelings of shame and guilt and enables the person and those

around them to act together in a differentiated way and to change the problem together.

Beyond general trauma-informed principles, which are safe and resonate with young

learners with SEBDs, there are a few “life hacks” that can be very helpful when working with

these students. The general idea is to make yourself as unthreatening as possible. It is also

important to bear in mind that, for young learners with SEBDs, anything can be perceived as

threatening, particularly as they are often navigating an unknown environment which is not

tailored to their needs. Small details such as personal space, direct eye contact or sudden

sounds and movement can feel unsafe or threatening, even though you may have the best

intentions.

My go-to are mundane everyday tasks and activities which allow us to move around each
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other in our space and while giving us something to do, also allow room for conversation.

One of the young learners I worked with frequently exhibited violent and aggressive

behaviour when he was triggered or generally overwhelmed with things going on around

him. While he and I were trying to navigate everyday life in school with this additional

challenge we quickly found that he had no strategy to deal with this feeling of overwhelm

and unwind in a safe and healthy manner which did not include harming himself or others.

This made him feel extremely ashamed and self-conscious since he felt he had no control

of his actions and felt misunderstood. He would often hang back and be apprehensive of

going home and so he would spend a lot of time following me around school after hours

watching me do the everyday chores, such as washing up, wiping the tables down or making

copies for the next day. The company of me or my colleagues seemed to soothe him and

while he stayed in the background, he began to take an interest in what was going on

around him. With time he became bolder and would ask for me to give him tasks to help

out and soon enough he learned to make copies, do the dishes and his personal favourite

was hoovering the carpets in our classroom. He started taking pride in these tasks and

was very particular about them being done correctly. It became obvious that these things

were helping him decompress as he had some co-regulation, mild exercise and a sense

of achievement. We began to incorporate these strategies into our class routine, and he

learned to express that he needed to unwind and ask whether he could go and hoover the

carpets. Now, having someone vigorously hoovering the carpet while you are working is not

as distracting to most people as you would expect and the other children were unphased

by it, knowing to keep their distance while he was cleaning since it was his way of relieving

pressure. Of course some of my colleagues needed some getting used to this newfound

strategy since admittedly it is quite unorthodox. To me it was an absolute life saver since

we had finally found something that worked and which he responded well to and on top of

that proved to be very useful. (Christine Carstens, teacher)

Questions and tasks to reflect and discuss:

• Have you developed specific strategies working with young learners exhibiting SEBDs?

• What are situations in which these methods or strategies could be useful?

• Do you require resources, support or further information in order to apply the

aforementioned strategies?

• How can everyday tasks and routines serve as tools for helping young learners manage

overwhelming emotions and find a sense of control and achievement?

Parents

Collaboration between families and teachers
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Even though there are many contributing factors, it’s safe to say that parents and

caregivers are key players in the development of young learners. They are experts when

it comes to their children, and yet they are often disregarded or excluded by the system.

Having a stable and trusting relationship with a teacher is of vital importance, especially as

children cannot be viewed in isolation from their families and backgrounds.

Parents or caregivers, especially of young learners who are exhibiting SEBDs, may face

many challenges and are often subjected to the judgement of others. That being said, we

are fully aware of the limits of teacher training, and some may not feel well-equipped for

the task at hand. The collaboration we are referring to here, however, does not necessarily

require extensive training or specific qualifications. Rather, it focuses on building

relationships with the young learners and understanding the contextual factors which

impact their learning/education.

If you feel self-conscious or are not quite sure how to get started, active listening is

a quick and simple approach which can be easily incorporated into your practice. This

approach also works well with parents. For example, teachers tend to talk a lot, and we

would recommend giving parents more time to tell their stories which may be helpful

in identifying the difficulties facing the young learner in the home environment. An 80/

20 percent ratio is ideal . When speaking with the parent or caregiver, be attentive, ask

questions, validate their feelings and try to learn everything about the family situation.

Not only does this build a deeper understanding and trusting connection with them, but,

it includes them in the process and hopefully empowers the parent to make changes to

support their child? (Zimmermann, 2017, p. 75).

I would like to give you a relatable example of an encounter that I had with a mother

which happened to be one of the many stories that stuck with me. So, this mother’s son was

transferred to my group at the age of 16 after having been expelled from numerous schools.

For reasons of anonymity, I won’t give you an exact number but it was in the double digits.

The mother had a reputation of being what most people might refer to as “difficult”. Due to

her own biography and her experiences concerning the education of her son, she had many

negative associations with the educational system, child protective services, institutions and

people in general. She was apprehensive of leaving her flat at all and had isolated herself and

her son completely. In doing so it seemed that she herself had become a barrier to her son’s

development and was depriving him of many opportunities he could have had otherwise.

So, I made it my priority to go and visit them in their home regularly. Luckily my school’s

policy worked in my favour as visiting every family in their home once a year is a mandatory

requirement. These visits aren’t meant to be any kind of examination but are merely another

chance to get a different perspective and form a connection. It took many phone calls and

a lot of convincing for her to agree to me coming over. Also, I made a point of explaining

and describing to her, in great detail, what exactly would happen during the visit and what to

expect. So I literally told her:” I’m going to ring your doorbell, you will let me in and tell me

where to sit and that’s exactly where I’ll be. I won’t touch anything, check for dust or otherwise
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invade your personal space. If you have a cup of coffee for us, that’s lovely and if not that’s

also fine.” That seemed to put her mind at ease a little and when I visited her, I was very careful

to stick precisely to what we had previously agreed on.

When we finally sat together on the couch in her living room, the appearance of the

flat made it obvious that she was struggling. I kept my thoughts to myself, however. This

visit was meant to be about establishing a relationship and not berating her or giving her

unsolicited advice about her living situation. I simply let her talk and as it turned out she had

so much that she wanted to get off her chest. Feelings about being misunderstood, unjustly

treated or simply the perception of being abandoned by the school system. Many school

and institutional representatives had initially contacted her and made grand promises about

wanting to work with her son. Usually however, a couple of months after these conversations,

she would receive a call, telling her that she and her son were no longer wanted and that he

was being expelled from this or that school for varying reasons. At some point she had given

up on trusting the educational system altogether.

I let her talk and vent about her experience for the entire time that I was there, listening

and observing. Then, when it was time to go, I remember us, standing in the door frame

together and her asking me out of the blue when I would be back. That was the moment I

realised that I had a foot in the door. I asked her when she wanted me to be back, and she

suggested that I come back at the same time the following week. From that moment onward

our visits became a regular thing which she began to look forward to and our relationship

slowly progressed. It was obvious that I alone did not have the expertise or resources to

support that woman, I could however install a support system of experts who did. So, with

each visit, little by little, I would begin to make suggestions and offers as to how we could

improve her and her son’s situation and because of the relationship we had built she was able

to agree to them.

There were several aspects of her situation that needed to change – for legal, medical

or other reasons, which were non-negotiable. Instead of confronting her with that however I

would always make sure to give her options to choose from which made the entire procedure

more respectful and much less invasive, giving her a sense of control over the process. When

presenting her with options I, again, would go into much detail about what would happen at

which time and what exactly to expect. Eventually it was even possible for me to bring other

people into the equation. She didn’t trust those people but was prepared to accept them into

her personal space because she trusted me, and I had told her it would be alright.

Her son is no longer attending our school, not because he got expelled, but because he

graduated. He is now enrolled in a training programme for young adults preparing them for

the job market. His mother is a lot more stable now than she used to be. She has moved to

a different apartment, has taken up a job and actively seeks help when she feels that she

needs to. Her and I are still in contact, and I receive a Christmas and birthday card every

year. I personally see this case as a success and believe that it shows that relationships

between teachers, learners and their families go a long way. It wasn’t so much about having
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specific qualifications or being an expert in anything in particular. It was about reaching out

to somebody and making a connection. (Christine Carstens, teacher)

Questions and tasks to reflect and discuss:

• Are there examples where you can include active listening in your performance at

school?

• How could you structure a support system in similar cases where you are from?

• What are resources available to you to help you collaborate with parents successfully?

• How did the teacher’s approach of consistent visits, active listening, and offering

choices in the example above empower the mother to trust the school system again

and support her son’s path to success?

Peer education

The importance of peers in the process

Peers play an important role in influencing the behaviour and values in the peer group

(McWhirter, 2013). Young people form peer clusters which can be a good or bad influence. If

the influence is negative, it can jeopardise efforts made by the school. However, if the peers

share positive values, schools can identify, and mentor learners in peer support strategies

that could have lasting, positive impacts on the wellbeing of the young learner, the peers

and the teachers.

According to a guide by Pennsylvania State University (2018), compared to teachers,

young learners are better able to understand the life experiences of their peers. This is

not unsurprising given the generational difference. In other words, children can relate more

to the experiences of their peers. Issues such as your culture, language, socioeconomic

background, or being subject to gossip or being excluded from a friend group are important

to young people. Children should therefore be allowed, and empowered, to step into the

peer support structures to help manage the dynamics of childhood Social, Emotional and

Behavioural Difficulties (SEBD) more generally. Schools should not only promote positive

peer relations and social-emotional development through prevention and intervention

initiatives, but should also engage in teaching and modelling diversity-sensitive peer

engagements and peer support. These initiatives may include efforts in two interrelated

areas. One is the creation of a positive school environment that promotes belongingness

and acceptance, which in turn builds social-emotional skills (this will be covered in more

detail in the next topic). The second one is the creation of peer support groups and activities

that promote positive and inclusive interactions – these can reduce the marginalisation of

those who struggle with forming social relations, or managing emotions due to genetic,

neurological and/or socio-ecological factors.
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Let’s look at this Case Scenario.

A 12-year-old boy somewhere in Asia was fascinated by online games which he played

since early childhood. He could easily access these games through his smart phone and was

a pro. These games involved challenges, and if one played till the end and managed the

challenge, you got awarded an online medal which you could print and hang on your wall. The

boy played a certain game every day and received 13 medals in two weeks. He introduced

the games to his friends, and they started competing for medals. It became a status thing

in the peer group to have the most medals. Sometimes they played the whole night until

they overcame the challenge and got the medal. The challenges became more and more

complicated, and he managed to complete them all. There was one more game left to receive

the award of an overall hero. He was leading with medals and told his friends that he was

going to become the hero. One of his friends showed the game to his teacher and the teacher

discovered that the challenges were becoming more dangerous and weird. The teacher also

discovered that the final medal actually required the player to kill himself to become a hero. At

that moment, the boy alarmed the teacher that they had to go to his friend’s house because he

was sure the friend would do whatever the game told him to do because he really wanted to

become a hero. Unfortunately, it was too late! By the time the police and emergency services

made it to the house, the hero had no pulse! (Cynthy K. Haihambo)

Questions and tasks to reflect and discuss:

Why was it important for the boy to achieve the medals?

• Is it normal behaviour for children of this age?

How could the dilemma of losing children in these types of games be prevented at:

• Family/ Community Level?

• School Level?

The development of peer support groups can assume various formats. One common

format is delivering a workshop on peer support and at the end asking for volunteers who

would like to be trained in peer support. Children can therefore develop agency to not only

speak up and speak out, but also to represent themselves and others. Another format is to

create a culture of care, openness, and friendliness in which mistakes and imperfections

are viewed as stepping-stones and not as punishable offences. In this environment, there

should be safe disclosure and support procedures as well as horizontal relationships

between learners and teachers, learners and learners, teachers and teachers, teachers and

communities (Jansson, 2012). Modelling these kinds of relationships enables spontaneous

peer support because children feel comfortable and safe to share information and develop

their own support systems (as previously seen in the Case Study of Maria presented in
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the introduction of this chapter). Many schools have peer counsellors who are trained in

active listening, problem identification, positive feedback and who to tell when someone

needs support. From our experience, the peer support method has a number of important

components: a) ensure young learners in this role have continuous support, affirmation

and rewards and b) teachers are key facilitators in this process and should monitor the

wellbeing of children at all times.

Positive peer culture

Developed by Vorrath and Bendtro (1985), Positive Peer Culture (PPC) aims to give

children and young people the opportunity to support each other and in doing so, allows

them to experience and develop their own strengths and skills. In PPC, regular group

meetings are organised and attended by the young people themselves but in the presence

of a specialist, who maintains a low profile. Each person in the group is given the

opportunity to talk about the difficulties they are currently facing and the group then

chooses which topics to work on and suggests up ideas for solving the difficulties based

on their own experience. This approach has proven to be very effective as it empowers

the young people to resolve issues through group communication, conflict resolution

strategies, self-efficacy and social behaviour.

Learning environments

Creating safe spaces in school

Learning environments are crucial when working with learners from our target group.

Creating a safe space within a school can be challenging particularly as school buildings

are often designed for academic purposes, and may not appear as a welcoming and safe

environment. On the other hand, a positive learning environment is essential for working

effectively with young learners who struggle with social and emotional regulation. This

extends beyond just the physical building and includes cultivating a culture of empathy,

respect, and support through consistent interactions, clear communication, and predictable

routines that help young learners feel secure. Often, school systems emphasise changing

the learner, frequently through categorisation or diagnosis, or focus primarily on curriculum

content. Shifting some of this focus toward adapting the learning environment can be

transformative, fostering a setting where young learners feel understood and included

(Naukkarinen, 2018).

Building and customising a workspace that meets the needs of the young person also

presents an opportunity to bond and form authentic working relationships, especially as

everyone is working towards a shared goal. When young learners are involved in designing

and personalising their classroom – whether through creativity in layout, painting, or

choosing resources – they feel a sense of ownership and pride. This sense of autonomy

often translates into greater respect for the space and can reduce tendencies toward

vandalism, a frequent issue among young learners with challenging behaviours. By creating

safe, welcoming, and adaptable learning environments, teachers can significantly enhance

SEBD young learners’ ability to regulate emotions, focus on tasks, and engage with peers
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and learning materials. For many SEBD young learners, feeling secure in their environment

is a prerequisite for meaningful participation and academic progress. When young learners

have access to spaces that accommodate their sensory needs, or a private retreat to

decompress, they are better equipped to manage overwhelming emotions and re-engage

with the class when they’re ready. Additionally, involving young learners in personalising

the classroom fosters a sense of ownership and belonging, reducing feelings of alienation

or distrust. As a result, these environments empower young learners to be more active,

collaborative, and invested in their learning, positively influencing both their social and

academic development.

I personally have a strong dislike for school buildings and can only sit on an uncomfortable

chair under a fluorescent light for so long. So, I greatly enjoy remodelling classroom spaces

with learners because I too benefit greatly from it. Remodelling my current classroom

however was a big undertaking because we wanted to include a new building structure into

the available space. This was a necessity because the room had become too small and

confining for the group it was supposed to house. So, we needed to get creative in order to

use all available space. By chance I remembered a conversation I had the previous year with

Frank Müller, the initiator of this project. He had mentioned a Swiss company that produced

custom-built beehive like structures that can be vertically bolted up against a wall giving each

learner an individual honeycomb as a safe space. They are lined with felt which forms a

protective barrier against outside noise (great for learners with sensory issues) and have little

collapsible chairs and tables so you can either sit down and work or cuddle up with a cup of

tea and a blanket when you feel overwhelmed.

When I told my group about the idea, they were thrilled with it even though for legal reasons

it wasn’t something we could build ourselves. What we could do however was design it

digitally and of course sort out the necessary funding. We were amazed to actually find a

private foundation that was prepared to finance our idea and contribute three-quarters of the

sum necessary and especially the young learner could not believe that a group of strangers

they had never met before were willing to support them with such a huge amount of money.

When our own beehive was finally set up, we had a small celebration which even the head of

department and the press attended. It was a very proud moment for the group to be able to

present their design to the public. Since its instalment the structure has changed the group

dynamic greatly because the learners now have the option of withdrawing when they feel

overwhelmed, need some space or simply want to work in peace. They still take great pride

in our classroom and enjoy showing it off to the occasional visitor. (Christine Carstens,

teacher)
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Questions and tasks to reflect and discuss:

• Are you efficiently using the space available to you and your group?

• Are there safe spaces available for young learners?

• Have you taken sensory issues, which are often associated with SEBDs, into account?

• On what level do you believe safe spaces would impact young learners’ performance?

Classroom management and differentiated teaching

Helpful adjustments

At this point, the need to use educational methods and strategies which allow all young

learners to achieve academic success, and to consolidate the personal and social skills

useful for realising themselves, in life is evident. It seems useful here to speak of didactic

differentiation understood as “a basic methodological perspective capable of promoting

significant learning processes for all the young learners present in the classroom, aimed

at proposing targeted educational and didactic activities, designed to meet the needs of

individuals in an educational climate in which it is customary to approach the didactic

work in different ways” (D’Alonzo, 2016, p. 47). In the essay The differentiated classroom:

responding to the needs of all learners (Tomlinson, 1999), Tomlinson suggests

implementing a methodology guided by general principles such as: scheduling activities
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that respect the needs and timing of young learners, creating small flexible work groups,

constant monitoring and verification of the results obtained and of the young learners’

perception of the work carried out. In particular, he suggests distinguishing across three

areas:

• Differentiate the content; i.e. the knowledge and skills that the young learner will have

to master with experience and competence, using written and oral communication,

non-verbal language, the use of images and multimedia files, and therefore of IT tools;

• Differentiate the knowledge-building process; planning the functional activities to

acquire the knowledge and distinguishing the learning phases;

• Differentiate the expected product; by favouring that the young learner demonstrates in

an original and adequate way to the person, that they are able to competently activate

their knowledge in significant and demanding activities (Castoldi, 2012, p. 190).

The distinction of these three areas therefore requires, alongside careful planning by each

teacher, an in-depth knowledge of each young learner and their characteristics, passions

and interests, abilities and potential. This lays the foundations of differentiated teaching

and makes it possible to develop motivation and curiosity on the part of the young learners,

presenting them each time with new challenging but possible and accessible tasks, from

the simplest to the most complex.

D’Alonzo (D’Alonzo, 2016, p. 97-103) identifies practical suggestions to guide the action

of didactic differentiation, which we deem useful to summarise:

• Organise the classroom environment by choosing elements that can be diversified;

using the classroom flexibly, including the arrangement of desks and chairs, based on

educational needs and choices. The use of visual signs (billboards, posters, images)

which can enrich the walls of the classroom, reminding everyone of the rules to follow,

shared objectives, daily steps to achieve, is particularly useful.

• Design with clarity; the objectives, tasks, phases and ways of working by answering

the questions: what do I want the young learners to learn? How to know that they have

learned it? How will I design teaching and assessment to support learning? (Wiggings

and McTighe, 1998).

• Promote the social construction of learning; promote community experiences and the

common good, alongside the personal experiences such as improving the sense of

belonging, active participation and motivation, and reducing behaviours considered to

be challenging.

• Provide more differentiated activities; respecting the different learning styles and times

of the pupils and offering alternatives that satisfy the different needs.

• Emotionally involve; create an educational relationship based on trust and mutual

support. Involve young learners in choosing the rules to be respected in the classroom
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and in planning activities and tasks to be performed.

Incorporating all of the above in your daily lessons at school may seem overwhelming at first

– even more so in a group of young learners presenting with SEBDs. The chances of the

groups you will face in the field being homogenous enough to work on the same tasks is near

zero, so it is unavoidable for you to make some adjustments. The key is to find something

reliable that works for you and the group of young learners you work with.

Personally, I often struggle being organised and keeping up with small details for example

– I happen to have a young learner who is on the autism spectrum who excels in these tasks

however and enjoys nothing more than crossing points off to-do lists and writing evaluations.

That is of course a win/win situation, since we achieve our shared goal of keeping organised

and the child can make a meaningful contribution. Generally, I have had the experience that

apart from a clear structure which needs to be present within the classroom in whichever

way works best for you (visualisation, organised and accessible materials, flexible seating

arrangements), the tasks themselves are crucial. In order for young learners to emotionally

engage, tasks have to be meaningful and relatable (i. e. they need to understand why they are

doing what they are doing). Merely working on differentiated materials or tapping menus on a

tablet holds no merit and may quickly result in frustration. If possible, I would always favour a

complex problem-based approach which is easier than you may think since in a public school

with a group of young learners you never fall short of real-life problems which require solving

on various levels.

In my case a good example would be an event my group had voted on hosting a couple

of years ago. Since many of the children themselves have migrational backgrounds, topics

such as migration and deportation were always close to their hearts and often a matter

of discussion in our class. During one of these discussions the children realised that the

political stakeholders making decisions in these matters, more often than not, have never

actually met the people on whose behalf they are deciding. So, in an effort to change that,

the children suggested inviting the politicians in question to an event they wanted to host

in one of the refugee camps nearby. It was decided that it should be a party for adults and

children alike, so that everybody could meet up and have a good time. So, we began to put

together the event which required funding, food, drinks, activities, invitations and permits.

During this process the fact that the children were so very heterogeneous and many of them

were often academically challenged due to SEBDs or other difficulties that they may have

been facing, became secondary because we quickly realised that every one of them had their

own unique set of skills which made them invaluable to our undertaking. The children who

were structured and good with numbers took responsibility for the organisation, children who

were experienced with household duties were in charge of food and drinks, others with many

siblings got busy planning activities for our young visitors, pupils who were physically able

were in charge of setting up the location and others with a political interest accompanied

me on my mission of inviting the local politicians (which turned out to be a mission indeed!).
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The children quickly realised that the usual structural disadvantages and differences which

are quite prominent in regular school life, suddenly became secondary as all of us worked

towards a common goal.

The event turned out to be a huge success with the number of visitors ranging somewhere

around 100 and even a handful of local politicians showing their faces – something the

children were extremely proud of since they didn’t believe anyone would show up or be

interested in what they had to say. With this event we also managed to make a fair sum

of money which we intended to donate to charity completely. To our surprise the charity

however refused to accept the entire sum and insisted on our group keeping half of it because

the students had worked so hard and deserved a reward. We took a vote on what to do

with the money and it was unanimously decided that we would buy two armchairs for our

classroom for us to have a safe space to sit and chat. This event was one of many which

considerably changed the group dynamic because not only did the group get to experience

self-efficacy and agency, they also came to understand that every group member had a

specific skill set, which even though admittedly not always useful within a school context, is

often indispensable when it comes to tackling the real world. Needless to say that behavioural

issues were almost non-existent during this project.

Now obviously you cannot spend your school days planning events, however there are

many problems and situations to be dealt with inside and outside of school. Problems which

are authentic and have many levels and different tasks, offering opportunities to you and your

pupils to collaborate to reach your shared goal.

Questions and tasks to reflect and discuss:

• Are you emotionally involving young learners in your lessons?

• What is necessary for you to do so?

• How can meaningful tasks be constructed in order to educate young learners?

Conclusion

Young learners with SEBDs, as well as their parents and caregivers, face numerous

challenges adapting to the rules and regulations across various societal structures. They

are often misunderstood or rejected especially when the reasons for their behaviours

are not visible at first glance, and require a deeper level of connection, understanding or

even expertise. A gap often exists separating them from the rest of society which only

deepens when they are repeatedly confronted with failure or punishment within school

contexts. Schools may risk reproducing feelings of disconnection or misunderstanding

among young learners, but they also possess the skills and knowledge to bridge the gap

by exploring different approaches and avenues to supporting to young learners. There
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are many methods and strategies which teachers and other staff can utilise, but at the

core of this approach is a positive attitude and deep understanding of their difficulties.

When working with young learners who present with SEBDs, it is crucial to not only have

an open mind, but also the willingness to educate oneself on the topic in order to gain

get a better understanding of how best to manage their needs, and to find the suitable

resources and approaches to enable the young learner to thrive. We have listed a handful

of approaches in this chapter nevertheless, a plethora of possibilities exist to support and

educate young learners in school. Developing the skills and mindset to support young

learners with SEBDs is a life-long process, and ideally not a journey that should be embarked

on alone. Resources are limited, but remember there are many people researching, working

and advocating for this specific group of young learners and multiple opportunities exist to

share knowledge and practice. Networking and connecting with others and striving to work

in multi professional teams, while difficult, can be enormously rewarding. Remember to be

patient and understanding, not only with the young learners, but also with yourself, and don’t

hesitate to reach out and connect with others.

Local contexts

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• How can specific background knowledge be conveyed to teachers and people in the

field?

• How can this background knowledge and research be efficiently implemented into

everyday school life?

• How to network and use existing resources as an efficient support system?
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CHILDREN'S WELL-BEING IN INCLUSIVE
EDUCATION

Anne Piezunka; Büşra Gündeş Orman; Mahvand Sahranavard Espily; Tracy
McElheron; and Deirdre Forde

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=629#oembed-1

Example Case

Child Profile and Initial Observations and Perceptions

“Fatima, a 6-year-old girl, joined the kindergarten class at Harmony Elementary. She recently

moved from Syria. Sarah Garcia, her teacher, observed that she seemed quiet and hesitant to

participate in activities. Fatima struggled with English, making communication with peers and

teachers difficult. She often played alone during break time and showed inconsistent academic

performance, leading teachers and classmates to assume she was uninterested or having

trouble adapting to her new environment.”

Reflection Question: What do you think about Fatima’s situation? How is the Fatima’s case

related to the topic of children’s well-being? If you were the teacher, what would you do?

Initial questions
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• How can we define and understand the concept of children’s well-being?

• In what ways can we account for individual differences in children’s well-being?

• How can we effectively identify and assess children’s well-being?

• What factors influence children’s well-being, and how can educators actively support

it?

• What role does national policy play in promoting and safeguarding children’s well-

being?

• How can schools create environments that foster children’s well-being?

• How do teachers contribute to the development and maintenance of children’s well-

being?

• How do peers and families shape children’s well-being, and what are their unique

contributions?

• How can children be encouraged to take an active role in shaping their own well-

being?

Introduction to Topic

Reflection activity:

• How do you define well-being?

• How do you define children’s well-being?

• How do you define children’s well-being in schools?

• What has informed your knowledge about children’s well-being?

Since the 1960s, the topic of “well-being” has received more attention in public discourse

and more recently, the specific situation of children has also been given greater

consideration. Ben-Arieh (2014) points out that the understanding of children’s well-being

has changed over time from that of well-becoming to well-being, and from a risk to a

positive perspective. In terms of the legal background, the United Nations Convention on

Child’s Rights (UNCRC, 1989) plays an important role – it specifies various aspects of

children’s well-being and has also been ratified by 196 countries. The Convention on the

Rights of the Child is increasingly employed as a framework for shaping policies aimed at

enhancing children’s well-being. It seeks to integrate the right to protection with the rights

to autonomy and development. Article 29 highlights the concept of the evolving child and

frames well-being as development, emphasising the importance of fostering the child’s

personality, talents, and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential. Similarly, the

child’s right to freedom of expression (Article 13) underscores the importance of respecting
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children’s perspectives, granting them the freedom to seek, receive, and share information

and ideas of all kinds. This demonstrates the right of children to be heard and have their

views considered in matters affecting them.

In general, there is no consensual understanding on how to define children’s well-being

(cf. Minkkinen, 2013: 547; see also O’Hare & Gutierrez, 2012: 614; Mashford-Scott et al.,

2012: 235). A number of examples are listed below:

• Focusing on existential dimensions of children’s well-being, UNICEF (2023) takes into

account five domains of child well-being: “Survive and Thrive, Learning, Protection from

Harm, Safe and Clean Environment and Life free from Poverty”. Within the domains,

they use indicators such as “child marriage”, “basic hygiene” or “child poverty”.

• “From a child rights perspective well-being can be defined as the realisation of

children’s rights and the fulfilment of the opportunity for every child to be all she or he

can be” (Bradshaw et al., 2007).

• Focusing on educational settings, Konu and Rimpelä (2002) argued that four needs

should be taken into account in schools (adapted version of Allardt’s theory of welfare)

such as “having, loving, being and health status”. An example of “having”, would be

“how do you like the school yard?”, whereas “loving” could represent educational

relationships. For the domain of “being”, this would consist of their academic

development.

Existing definitions, such as the ones above, differ in terms of the domains of life they focus

on, including the conceptions of the good life on which they are based, and the level of

expectations formulated. In this respect, it depends on the spatial and temporal context,

e.g. whether the focus is on the current life situation or on factors that will increase well-

being in the future (cf. Mashford-Scott et al., 2012). Furthermore, conceptions of well-being

differ in terms of how the child is perceived: For example, whether they are perceived as

active agents of well-being.

The next step is to introduce the Structural Model of Child Well-being (SMCW), which will

be used as a working definition. We will also discuss what child well-being means from a

holistic perspective.

Key aspects

Structural Model of children’s well-being

Figure 1: Structural model of children’s well being
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Source: Minkkinen, 2013

As mentioned above, there are different understandings of child well-being. In the following,

we present Jaana Minkkinen’s structural model of child well-being. We have chosen her

model as there are clear references to the UNCRC and it includes Bronfenbrenner’s

ecological system theory (1981) as well as the work of Vygotsky. For example, Minkkinen

emphasises the role of the child as “a constructive, social actor in his or her own life and as

an agent in society” (Minkkinnen, 2013: 553). In addition, she highlights the impact of the

different dimensions or concepts on children’s well-being.

In defining children’s well-being, Minkkinnen (2013) lists four dimensions, which interplay

with each other:
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1. “Physical well-being comprises health, the absence of disease, and proper physical

functionality” (Minkkinen, 2013: 550). In this regard, Minkkinen takes into account that

the prerequisites such as their general health status differ between children, and that

they have an impact on their current well-being.

2. “Mental well-being concerns the positive mental situation of the child. It refers to

mental health and the absence of psychiatric disorders and includes both emotional

and cognitive well-being.” (Minkkinen, 2013: 550).

3. “Social well-being refers to a positive situation between the child and the people in his

or her life” (Minkkinen, 2013: 551).

4. “Material well-being implies a positive material situation in the child’s life. It relates

to having sufficient nourishment, housing and other material items that are normally

elements in the standards of living in the society and culture surrounding the child”

(Minkkinen, 2013: 551) .

In addition, Minkkinen (2013) describes four circles which have an impact on children’s well-

being (see Figure above):

• “Subjective action refers to the internal and external activities engaged in by the child

that produce well-being for him or her” (Minkkinen, 2013: 552 ). It relates to concrete

activities such as thinking, speaking or playing” which may an impact on current well-

being or have a positive influence on future well-being.

• “Circle of care refers to those people interacting with the child face to face and their

physical, cognitive, emotional, and material support for the child” (Minkkinen, 2013:

554 ). It emphases how individuals can have a significant impact on children’s well-

being. This could be relatives such as parents, peers, medical professionals, people

from the neighbourhood and teachers, and those who are jointly responsible to take

care of the respective children.

• Structures of Society “refer to the way in which social order and cooperation

concerning children are organised in society, namely by institutions such as the family,

childcare, healthcare, education (…), and the laws and conventions which regulate the

functional requirements of these institutions” (Minkkinen, 2013: 555).

• Culture refers to “all kinds of human and societal activity, and pervades every circle in

the model” (Minkkinen, 2013: 555).

Minkkinen’s structural model of well-being takes into account different dimensions of well-

being and illustrates how these dimensions interact. In addition, it highlights the idea of the

child as an active agent. However, it also identifies different circles that can have an impact

on children’s well-being.
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Children’s well-being in educational settings

___________________________

Reflection activity:

• Why is it important for teachers to feel responsible for the well-being of their students?

• What options do teachers have with regard to the well-being of their students?

______________________________________

With regard to children’s well-being, O’Toole and Simovska (2022) point out that ‘it makes

little sense to talk about children’s cognitive or academic progress without also assuming

their personal, social and emotional well-being, or vice versa’ (p. 25), in other words, both

dimensions are intertwined. It would therefore be short-sighted to view well-being only as

a means towards promoting cognitive achievement. It should also be clear that cognitive

performance can also have an impact on well-being. In this respect, both well-being and

wellbeing need to be considered.

Well-Being from an inclusive perspective

___________________________

Reflection activity:

• What does children’s well-being mean from an inclusive perspective?

__________________________

If we look at the structural model of child well-being from an inclusive perspective, it is

evident that the concept of well-being—and how it is experienced—varies greatly from child

to child, as their unique circumstances shape what is achievable for them. As Minkkinen

pointed out, the prerequisites for well-being are not universal and depend on individual

factors. For instance, a child with a chronic illness will have a different understanding and

experience of well-being compared to a child without such an illness or disability. In this

context, well-being cannot be uniformly defined, as the goals and benchmarks for one

child’s health and quality of life may differ significantly from those of another.

Theoretical background to children’s well-being

This sub-chapter explores key theories essential to understanding children’s well-being, and

focuses on child development, attachment theory, and resilience theory. These theories

provide a comprehensive framework for examining how various factors, including

relationships, environments, and personal attributes, influence the growth and well-being of

children.
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Child Development

Child development is an intricate and dynamic process through which children grow, learn,

and acquire the essential skills necessary for living in society. This process is multifaceted,

encompassing physical, cognitive, emotional, and social domains, each of which plays a

crucial role in a child’s overall well-being (Britto et al., 2016; Fattore et al., 2006). During

early childhood, particularly the first five years, children undergo rapid brain development,

with neural connections forming at an astonishing rate (Britto et al., 2017). These early

experiences significantly influence cognitive abilities, emotional regulation, and social

interactions (Housman, 2017; Kagitcibasi et al., 2001). According to Jaana Minkkinen’s

Structural Model of Child Well-being, these early experiences, and the broader environment,

are critical in shaping the child’s development, linking to the subjective actions of the

child—their thoughts, emotions, and activities, which directly contribute to their sense of

well-being (Minkkinen, 2013).

The environments in which children are raised, including the quality of their relationships,

the stimulation they receive, and their access to adequate nutrition, profoundly shape their

developmental trajectory (Bradley & Corwyn, 2008; Britto et al., 2016; Britto et al., 2017).

Minkkinen emphasises the Circle of Care, which includes those individuals – such as family,

peers and teachers – who directly interact with the child and provide physical, cognitive,

emotional, and material support. This circle forms a crucial foundation for the child’s

growth, ensuring a stable and nurturing environment that promotes healthy development. A

nurturing and supportive environment that provides consistent love, intellectual stimulation,

and physical care sets the stage for healthy growth and development (Britto et al., 2017).

Within this Circle of Care, parents and caregivers play a pivotal role in mediating the impact

of external risk factors, such as marginalisation, deprivation, and disadvantages, on a child’s

outcomes. Parental knowledge, attitudes, behaviours, and resources significantly influence

a child’s development (Bornstein et al., 2022).

Moreover, societal structures, as described in Minkkinen’s model, are integral to children’s

well-being. Schools, in particular, represent a key component of the societal frame, offering

structured opportunities for learning, social interaction, and access to resources that

support children’s development. Schools not only provide education but also foster

environments where children can develop social skills, build relationships, and experience a

sense of belonging. Through the societal frame, schools help shape children’s experiences

and opportunities, serving as a bridge between the immediate support offered by the Circle

of Care and the broader cultural values and norms.

Encouraging parents to contribute to early childhood development and minimise

inequality and disadvantage is a key national and worldwide public policy priority

(Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, 2023; Government of

Ireland, 2019). By ensuring children have access to supportive environments – whether

through family, community, or schools – we lay the groundwork for long-term well-being,
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resilience, and success in life (Bakermans-Kranenburg et al., 2005) thus ensuring children

become agentic citizens of society. This approach aligns with Minkkinen’s emphasis on

children’s roles as “constructive social actors” in shaping their own lives and their ability to

engage with society (Minkkinen, 2013).

Attachment Theory

Attachment theory, developed by John Bowlby and later expanded by Mary Ainsworth

(Bretherton, 1994) , offers a comprehensive framework for understanding the critical role

of early relationships in a child’s life. According to the theory, the bond formed between

a child and their primary caregiver is foundational to the child’s emotional and social

development, shaping the child’s potential to learn and thrive (Guerrero, 2021; Pallini et

al., 2016; Raby et al., 2012). This attachment bond, established in the early years, serves

as the blueprint for future relationships. Secure attachment, characterised by a caregiver’s

consistent responsiveness and sensitivity, fosters a sense of safety and trust in the child,

enabling them to explore their environment with confidence and form healthy relationships

throughout life. Within Minkkinen’s model, these secure relationships are integral to the

Circle of Care, directly impacting the child’s subjective actions and sense of well-being.

Conversely, insecure attachment, which may result from inconsistent, neglectful, or

unresponsive caregiving, can lead to difficulties in managing emotions, forming

relationships, and maintaining self-esteem (Lewis et al., 2000; Priddis & Howieson, 2012).

Disorganised attachment, often associated with experiences of trauma or neglect, poses

even greater challenges, leading to deep-seated issues with trust, fear, and emotional

instability (Green & Goldwyn, 2002; Skibniewski-Woods, 2017; Wilkins, 2012). The

attachment style that a child develops in these formative years profoundly impacts their

ability to build and maintain relationships, handle stress, and navigate social situations.

Therefore, fostering secure attachments through attentive and responsive caregiving is

crucial for promoting social, emotional, behavioural, and educational well-being in early and

later childhood.

Resilience Theory

Resilience theory describes the capacity of individuals, particularly children, to adapt

positively to adversity, stress, or trauma (Masten, 2018; Masten & Barnes, 2018). Central

to this theory, resilience is viewed as a dynamic process influenced by a combination

of internal and external factors such as individual characteristics, family dynamics, and

broader social environments. Resilience involves the ability to self-regulate, solve problems

effectively, maintain a positive self-concept, and access supportive relationships. These

aspects align closely with Minkkinen’s concept of subjective actions, as children actively

engage in problem-solving and develop coping mechanisms.

The development of resilience is largely facilitated by protective factors that mitigate
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the impact of adverse experiences (Rutter, 1985; Rutter, 2012). These protective factors

are closely linked to the Circle of Care – supportive relationships with caregivers, positive

experiences within the educational system, and a cohesive, caring community (Werner,

1996). Schools, as part of the societal frame, also play a crucial role in fostering these

protective relationships, helping children to develop resilience by providing a safe and

structured environment for growth and learning.

Conclusion

The concepts of child development, attachment theory, and resilience theory are deeply

interconnected, collectively highlighting the critical importance of nurturing environments

in promoting children’s well-being. Healthy child development is fundamentally dependent

on the presence of secure attachments, which provide the emotional foundation necessary

for children to explore their world, form meaningful relationships, and develop a sense of

self-worth (Masten, 2001). These secure attachments, in turn, are instrumental in fostering

resilience, enabling children to face challenges with confidence, adaptability, and

perseverance.

When children are supported through the Circle of Care, consisting of strong, stable

relationships and positive developmental experiences, they are more likely to thrive, even in

the face of adversity. This interconnectedness underscores the need to ensure that children

grow up in environments that foster secure attachments, support healthy development,

and build resilience. Such environments, influenced by societal structures like schools

and guided by cultural values, contribute to children’s immediate well-being and lay the

groundwork for lifelong mental, emotional, and social health.

By nurturing these foundational aspects, we contribute to the development of resilient,

well-adjusted individuals who are capable of contributing positively to society, ultimately

leading to a more resilient and healthy community as a whole.

Indicators of children’s wellbeing

Internationally, there has been a plethora of well-being assessment instruments designed

to determine levels of at least one feature of children’s well-being. However, in reality,

the practical application of these instruments is inadequate for the purpose of actually

teaching in the classroom. In terms of data collection for example, UNICEF must rely on the

accessibility, and availability of, data when assessing the status of child well-being across

different countries (UNICEF, 2023). Furthermore, while the data provides invaluable, if not

complete insight into the implications of events on children’s well-being, it does not produce

contextual information which educators can use in the here and now.

Within the broader use of well-being measurement instruments, social indicators are key,

as they gather data relating to health, safety, feelings of love and happiness, successful

social relationships, access to learning and development opportunities, and material or
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economic necessities. Indeed, Ben-Arieh and colleagues (2014) argue that the general

concept of well-being represents a conceptual framework that merges empirical studies

and normative assessments while also bridging policies and research. For instance, The

Good Childhood Index (UK) was developed by The Children’s Society in 2010 as part of

their well-being research programme and is still in use today. It measures the well-being of

children aged eight years and over. The Index is made up of a five-item measure of overall

life satisfaction using the Modified Students Life Satisfaction Scale – a single item measure

of happiness relating to life as a whole – and finally, a series of questions about well-

being in ten key areas of children’s lives. These areas include: family, friends, health, home,

appearance, time use, the future, money and possessions, school, and amount of choice.

While this provides important information, there is little practical guidance for the educator

on how to understand the thoughts and feelings of children they work with on a daily basis.

Traditionally, well-being measurement instruments, rather than supporting children’s

current levels of well-being, are very much problem-based and deficit-focussed as they are

tasked with providing information to tackle what are seen as potential future problems such

as mental health disorders, obesity, or anti-social behaviour (Liddle & Carter, 2015; Tisdall,

2015). For example, the New Economics Forum, a think tank that offers innovative ways

of looking at future investment and economies, discusses measuring children’s current

levels of well-being meaningfully to inform policies which will promote future economic

stability (Lawlor et al., 2009). These types of well-being measurement approaches are seen

as valuable, particularly in the fields of politics and economics, in terms of both assessing

current interventions and informing funding and planning for future ones (Qvortrup, 2009).

Such well-being measurement scales construct the child in terms of being a human

becoming future adults whose potential physical and social demands on society must be

managed by addressing what is ‘lacking’ within her/his current context, rather than as a

human being – a competent and agentic social actor with inalienable rights, operating in

the here and now (Einarsdottir et al., 2015; Minnkkinen, 2013; O’Toole, Dowling & McElheron,

2023; Qvortrup, 2009). It could be argued that children’s current levels of well-being are

frequently scrutinised through a negatively focussed lens, often to inform prospective

actions and decisions rather than to recognise and nurture their contemporary levels of

well-being. However, it must be acknowledged that children’s current lived experiences are

valuable indicators of prospective outcomes over which society can have a positive effect

and has a duty to nurture.

There has been some movement in terms of the consideration of children’s well-being

within measurement instruments. This is evidenced by some attempts to reframe mental

health and well-being in terms of positive psychology which highlights the power of utilising

positive experiences and reflections to bring about effective change (Liddle et al., 2015;

Nishida et al., 2021). Yet another development is the move towards considering subjective

well-being, or seeking out children’s evaluations of their ‘personal assessment processes’

as Minkkinen has put it (2013: 550). These personal assessments of well-being involve
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individual’s self-reports of health, welfare and overall satisfaction and happiness and are

seen as crucial to the true and effective measurement of well-being. This can be seen in

resources such as the Stirling Children’s Well-Being Scale (SCWBS) which was developed

by the Stirling Council Educational Psychology Service in the United Kingdom, and has been

adapted for use in various international contexts. Its development drew on current theories

of well-being and positive psychology to provide a method of measuring the effectiveness

of interventions and projects designed to promote children’s well-being and emotional

development. The SCWBS utilises a set of positively-worded questions to establish a

holistic gauge which measures the emotional and psychological well-being of children aged

8-15 years. While the SCWBS’s move from focusing on mental illness to subjective mental

well-being is a constructive one, it should be said that this is a development which has taken

place on a limited scale within a specific area of well-being research, that of mental well-

being. While this trend of using a strengths-based lens to examine aspects of children’s

well-being is gaining momentum, it is yet to be the norm in other domains of well-being

research, such as environmental or physical (Nishida et al., 2021).

A significant factor to keep in mind when considering children’s well-being frameworks

is the fact that they have almost exclusively been designed by adults with children as

their focus, but with little or no design input from children themselves (Fane et al., 2020;

Rosenthal and Ben-Arieh, 2022). The exclusion of children’s perspectives from child well-

being knowledge is problematic as it affords the possibility for undemocratic and

inequitable child well-being frameworks which can stifle children’s agency. Notably, recent

innovative research has revealed that when children are involved in research on this topic,

they bring a unique perspective, often identifying important concepts which have often

been lacking in previous research. In particular, child researchers have specifically identified

agency and autonomy as key indicators of how to accurately gauge their own well-being

(Moore et al., 2018; Moore et al., 2021). These studies sought to address the imbalance

between child and adult voices in research on children’s well-being. Importantly, they have

positioned children as co-researchers and provided a platform for children to contribute to

the body of knowledge on children’s well-being (Moore et al., 2018; Moore et al., 2021). This

repositioning of children as co-constructors in research, rather than merely participants,

reframes them as intrinsic and integral to that research rather than simply incidental to

the curiosity of the researcher. Within these studies, children have clearly articulated what

well-being means to them with many identifying well-being indicators which are already

utilised within current child well-being frameworks. However, many of these studies have

also empowered children to contribute to new ways of defining and measuring well-being

such as the importance of children’s agency and autonomy in play (Fane et al., 2020; Hart &

Brando, 2018).

With that in mind, whether designed with or without children’s insights, such well-being

measurement scales generally require the user to answer written questions while removed

from the context of a dynamic educational setting, rather than recognising and responding
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to indicators of well-being while they are being played out in real time. In essence, whether

well-being measurement tools are being completed by a child or an observer, the

information which is gathered is based on predetermined measures and is more likely

to be used to inform future developments as opposed to guiding dynamic and ongoing

interactions. While these well-being measurement scales serve a valuable purpose, they

are seemingly ubiquitous, with far fewer resources to support the educator in everyday

practice. Resources focussed on dynamic well-being indicators, or in simple terms, those

that support educators in knowing what to look out for, are far fewer on the ground. In

response to this, a resource to guide educators in gauging children’s active and dynamic

well-being is available at the end of this chapter.

What has an impact on children’s wellbeing and how can we support
children’s well-being?

Shaping Well-Being: The Role of National Policy in Supporting Children and
Families

National policy plays a crucial role in promoting children’s well-being by developing strong

and supportive families and communities. This role is multifaceted, encompassing the

establishment of legal frameworks, the provision of essential resources, and the

implementation of programmes designed to create environments where children can thrive.

Central to these efforts are national policies that establish legal frameworks to protect

and promote children’s rights and well-being, ensuring that every child receives the care

and support necessary for healthy development. These frameworks align with Jaana

Minkkinen’s model, particularly in shaping the societal structures that impact child well-

being. They create a society where the safety and well-being of children are prioritised and

safeguarded, contributing to the broader societal and cultural context in which children

grow (see Hickey at al., 2023).

One key aspect of policy is the enactment and enforcement of child protection laws.

Such laws are designed to shield children from abuse, neglect, and exploitation, which are

critical to ensuring their physical and emotional safety (Burns & McGregor, 2018; Devaney &

Gregor, 2016; Devaney & McGregor, 2015). For instance, mandatory reporting laws require

professionals who work with children, such as educators and healthcare providers, to report

any suspicions of abuse or neglect, thus creating a safety net for vulnerable children

(Hanly, 2020; Pellegrini et al., 2022). This aligns with Minkkinen’s concept of structures of

society, where institutions like schools and healthcare systems are crucial in maintaining

and protecting children’s rights. Additionally, family support legislation plays a significant

role in fostering environments where children can flourish. Policies that mandate parental

leave allow parents to spend crucial early months with their newborns, fostering secure

attachments that are foundational to emotional and social development. Flexible working

hours and family benefits further support work-life balance, enabling parents to be more
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involved in their children’s lives, which is essential for nurturing strong family bonds and

promoting overall well-being (Hewitt et al., 2017; Heymann et al., 2017; Moss‐Racusin et al.,

2021).

Child poverty is a complex and multidimensional issue that goes beyond a mere lack of

financial resources, encompassing broader concerns such as social exclusion, capabilities,

and human development. While traditional definitions of poverty focus on inadequate

command over economic resources (Atkinson, 1989), contemporary perspectives

recognise that poverty’s impacts extend to fundamental aspects of a child’s well-being,

such as their ability to participate fully in their community or lead a life they value (Sen,

1999). This broadened understanding underscores that poverty not only diminishes

material living standards but also limits access to opportunities, impacts social

relationships, and restricts agency. For children, these deficits are particularly detrimental

as they shape their developmental trajectories and influence their future life chances,

highlighting the urgency of addressing child poverty as a multidimensional problem (Lister,

2004). Lone parenthood, ethnicity, disability and family size have been identified as being

associated with persistent poverty (Children’s Rights Alliance, 2023). Prolonged exposure to

poverty and deprivation significantly affects children’s outcomes across various domains,

including their physical and mental health, educational achievement, and socio-emotional

well-being (Children’s Rights Alliance, 2023). It can also lead to low self-esteem, which may

contribute to mental health difficulties later in life. The longer a child remains trapped in the

cycle of consistent poverty, the more profound the negative impact on their self-perception,

aspirations, and ability to seize opportunities and reach their full potential. However, these

outcomes are not inevitable, and with the right policy decisions, it is possible to break the

cycle of child poverty.

National policies allocate funding and resources to universal and targeted supports that

directly benefit children and their families. Early family supports are crucial in addressing

and mitigating the impacts of poverty and economic stress, which as discussed above,

can be significant barriers to child well-being. Welfare programs such as child allowances

and tax credits provide families with the financial means to meet their children’s basic

needs, such as food, clothing, and shelter. These efforts relate to Minkkinen’s emphasis on

material well-being, ensuring that children have access to resources that meet their basic

needs and contribute to a stable living environment. Such supports are particularly vital for

low-income families, helping to level the playing field and giving all children, regardless of

their socio-economic background, the opportunity to thrive. Policy initiatives in Ireland such

as Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures (Department of Children and Youth affairs, 2014), the

Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) programme (2016) and First 5 (Department

of Children and Youth affairs, 2018), are dedicated to the provision of quality services for

young children and their families in order to improve their child learning, development and

wellbeing and support parenting competencies. More recently, the Young Ireland (2023)

framework (Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, 2023),
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developed in consultation with children and young people, ensures that future strategies

reflect a child rights-based approach to decisions that affect children by placing them at the

centre of policy and decision-making. This approach is designed to target child poverty and

well-being by focusing on key areas, including; education reform and inclusion in education,

child protection, access to housing and access to further/higher education, youth and

family justice, and play and recreation and the digital environment.

Early supports for families, supported by national policy, often include the provision of

home visiting services. These services are services, are often multi-faceted in their aims,

but many prioritise strengthening the parent-child bond, offering guidance on responsive

parenting practices that foster secure attachment and emotional stability. In addition, many

services often focus on enhancing cognitive development through early learning activities

and guidance for parents on how to stimulate their child’s intellectual growth at home. By

promoting positive interactions, home visiting services reinforce the circle of care described

by Minkkinen, to help ensure that children benefit from supportive relationships in their

formative years. A recent review of home visiting in Ireland found that home visiting

promoted child learning and development, strengthened parent and child skills, and

fostered a positive parent-child bond (Hickey et al., 2024). While there is considerable

evidence that home visiting, as an early intervention programme, can help to promote

positive child development and family outcomes in disadvantaged areas, evidence as to

‘what works best’ is hampered by the variability of programme components and robust

evidence on programme effectiveness (Hickey et al., 2024).Despite this, home visiting

programmes are particularly effective in reaching families who might be isolated or have

limited access to traditional services. They have been shown to mitigate the effects of

poverty and related challenges such as substance use or housing instability by connecting

families to community resources and offering tailored support (McGilloway et al., 2024). By

offering support directly to families, these services bridge the gap between state resources,

including psychological and therapeutic services and other healthcare and educational

systems, and the day-to-day realities of parenting. This aligns with Minkkinen’s model,

where the structures of society – including policies and services – play a vital role in

shaping children’s environments. By funding home visiting services, national policies help

ensure that families receive early, consistent support, enhancing the subjective actions

of children – how they engage, learn, and grow – within a nurturing and stable context.

Ultimately, this holistic approach contributes to creating a more equitable and inclusive

society, where every child has the foundation to achieve their full potential.

Policy in inclusive education plays a critical role in upholding the well-being of children

with special educational needs (SEN) by ensuring their access to quality education. This

begins with legal frameworks that guarantee the right of children with SEN to learn

alongside their peers in mainstream classrooms. These frameworks often align with

international agreements, such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons

with Disabilities (UNCRPD), which emphasises the importance of inclusive education. By
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embedding these rights into law, policies hold educational institutions accountable for

providing supportive and accessible learning environments. This legal protection ensures

that children with SEN are not discriminated against, and that their specific needs are

addressed, thus creating a foundation for their academic and social well-being. By

promoting inclusivity, national policies help create a school culture that aligns with the

cultural aspects of Minkkinen’s model, where every child feels valued and supported, which

is essential for their social and emotional development. This inclusive approach is not

only beneficial to the child with SEN but also enriches the educational experience for all

students, fostering empathy, understanding, and a sense of community.

In addition to legal guarantees, inclusive education policies provide for the allocation of

resources that are essential for meeting the diverse needs of children, particularly children

with disabilities/ SEN. Funding supports the hiring of specialised professionals, such as

special education teachers, speech therapists, and psychologists, who can provide targeted

support to children. It also enables training for general educators, equipping them with the

skills to implement inclusive teaching strategies. Furthermore, policies often provide for

assistive technologies and adaptive learning tools that allow children with SEN to engage

with the curriculum. These resources ensure that students with SEN have the tools and

support necessary to overcome barriers to learning, promoting their academic growth and

allowing them to participate fully in the school environment.

Inclusive education policies also focus on fostering school cultures that embrace

diversity and create a sense of belonging for all students. This includes promoting whole-

school approaches to inclusivity, where teachers, students, and parents work together to

build a welcoming and supportive environment. By encouraging practices such as Universal

Design for Learning (UDL), policies help schools create flexible teaching methods that

accommodate a variety of learning styles and abilities, ensuring that every child can

succeed. These inclusive practices not only enhance academic outcomes but also support

the social and emotional well-being of children with SEN, as they feel accepted and valued

in their school community. Together, legal protections, resources, and inclusive practices

ensure that children with SEN are provided with the opportunities and support they need to

thrive in a quality educational setting.

In summary, national policies play a pivotal role in promoting children’s well-being by

establishing the legal and social frameworks necessary for the development of strong,

supportive families and communities. Drawing on Minkkinen’s Structural Model of Child

Well-being, these policies shape the societal structures that support the Circle of Care

surrounding each child, while fostering environments where children’s subjective actions

can flourish. Through a combination of legal protections, financial support, access to

healthcare and nutrition, and the provision of quality education, these policies create an

environment where children can thrive. By addressing the diverse needs of children and

ensuring that all have access to the resources and opportunities they need, national policies

help lay the foundation for a healthier, more equitable society.
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Children with Special Educational Needs and Disability: A Holistic Approach to
Well-Being

Children with special educational needs face unique challenges that can impact their well-

being across physical, emotional, social, and academic domains. Inclusive educational

settings are essential in fostering an environment where these children can thrive, not

merely by addressing deficits, but by recognising and building on their individual strengths

and capabilities (Forde, 2023). The importance of a nurturing and supportive “Circle of

Care,” as outlined by Minkkinen’s structural model, is particularly critical for children. This

care network – encompassing teachers, peers, families, and wider community resources

– must work collaboratively to create an environment of belonging and inclusion. Legal

frameworks such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

(UNCRPD) reinforce the necessity of inclusive education, holding institutions accountable

for providing accessible learning environments. Practical measures, such as individualised

learning plans, assistive technologies, and tailored teaching strategies, ensure that students

with SEN have equitable opportunities to achieve their full potential. However, inclusion

goes beyond academic support – it also requires cultivating a school culture that prioritises

social connection, emotional well-being, and active participation for all students. Schools

that embrace UDL principles, for example, not only accommodate diverse needs but also

foster a sense of community and shared purpose, enriching the educational experience for

every child.

The Ethics of Care in Supporting Inclusion and Belonging

Ensuring the well-being of children with SEN necessitates an “ethics of care” approach,

particularly in a neoliberal context where the emphasis on measurable outputs and

academic performance often sidelines relational aspects of education (Forde, 2023). In

such systems, teachers may find their capacity to extend care constrained by time

pressures and accountability metrics, leaving those with the greatest need for support

underserved. Yet, care is central to fostering a sense of inclusion and belonging which

are critical components of well-being. When educators prioritise care, they create spaces

where children feel valued, understood, and empowered to participate. This care must be

visible not just in one-on-one relationships but also in the broader school culture, reflected in

inclusive policies, collaborative leadership, and meaningful engagement with families and

communities. Research underscores that a caring approach mitigates the negative effects

of systemic inequities by addressing the relational and emotional dimensions of learning

environments. Teachers, therefore, act not just as instructors but as advocates and allies,

ensuring that the voices of SEN children are heard and their needs met. By embedding care

into the fabric of educational practices, schools can resist the depersonalising tendencies

of neoliberalism and instead cultivate environments that ensures the well-being of all
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children—especially those with SEN—can thrive as active and valued members of their

communities.

Holistic Approaches to Supporting Well-Being in Inclusive School Settings

Reflection Activity:

What might affect a child’s well-being at school?

How could schools support child well-being?

The role of the school in supporting well-being in inclusive settings needs to be

addressed holistically. According to Minkkinen (2013), a comprehensive understanding

of child well-being encompasses not only individual development but also the social,

emotional, and environmental contexts in which children thrive. To effectively support

children’s well-being, schools must address a range of factors, including optimal school

conditions, such as resources, physical facilities and support services. Key indicators of

students’ well-being include positive attitudes and emotions towards school, joy in the

learning environment, a positive academic self-concept, and the absence of worries,

somatic complaints, and social problems (Hascher, 2003). Creating a nurturing

environment and positive climate is essential, as is fostering inclusive leadership practices

that engage students in decision-making. Additionally, building strong partnerships with

families and the community, along with providing robust support and training for educators,

is crucial for fostering an inclusive atmosphere where all children can flourish.

School conditions in terms of well-being refer to the physical conditions of the area, the

learning environment, and the services provided by the school (Konu & Rimpela, 2002). An

ideal school environment utilises the physical structure to encourage healthy behaviours

and support social-emotional well-being, encompassing educational spaces, physical

activity, and food preparation (Hawkins et al., 2023). Physical conditions include

crowdedness, noise level, lighting, ventilation, temperature, cleanliness, safety (incident

risk), and facility conditions. The conditions in a classroom are significantly affected by

school resources, and how these resources are effectively used is crucial for creating an

optimal learning environment. However, having more resources does not guarantee well-

being, nor does having fewer resources mean that children’s well-being is not supported.

The real impact of schools on children’s well-being is not determined by how much

resources they have but by how effectively those resources are used. From a justice

perspective, as Schweiger (2015) emphasises, the focus should be on what children can

realistically do and become (i.e., their capabilities and function) rather than just the

resources provided to them. Resources are only valuable if successfully transformed into

opportunities that enhance children’s well-being. This perspective highlights that, inequities

and injustices, such as discrimination, can hinder the effective use of resources, making it

crucial for schools to ensure that their resources are used in ways that genuinely support

the development and well-being of all children.
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Other essential parts of the learning environment are the psychological and emotional

environment, often called the school climate. A positive climate feels safe, friendly, inviting,

and supportive; others feel exclusionary, unwelcoming, and often unsafe (Kutsyuruba et

al., 2015). Thapa and colleagues (2013) identify five essential school climate aspects

critical to fostering a positive and effective learning environment. Firstly, safety includes

rules and norms, physical safety, and social-emotional safety, ensuring that pupils feel

protected and supported. Secondly, relationships play a crucial role, including respect for

diversity, strong school ties and commitment, social support, effective leadership and

the impact of students’ race and ethnicity on their perceptions of school climate. Third,

teaching and learning covers a broad spectrum, including social, emotional, ethical and

civic education, service learning, and support for academic and professional growth, as

well as teacher and student perceptions. Fourth, the institutional environment addresses

the physical environment, resources, and facilities that contribute to the functionality and

attractiveness of the school. Finally, the school improvement process involves continuous

efforts to improve various dimensions of the school environment to create a better overall

climate for students and staff. Taken together, these aspects provide a comprehensive

framework for understanding and improving school climate.

Positive relationships within the school context are known to contribute to children’s well-

being. From an ecological perspective, any relationship within the school is interconnected

with other ecosystems in children’s lives (Roffey, 2012). The role of the school within this

system is to develop its relationship positively, both within itself and with other systems

as a mesosystem. From this perspective, the school serves as a space for reciprocal

interactions between children, educators, staff, and home. The educator-child relationship

could be a protective factor by promoting healthy development, especially for at-risk

children (Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004). Teacher training from a relational perspective

effectively supports teacher-child relationships at the school level (Lyon et al., 2009;

Rudasill et al., 2020). Common characteristics of schools, where peer relationships are

more positive, include leaders with a vision of safety and well-being, effective behavioural

policies, and planning that emphasises relationality (McGrath & Noble, 2010). Holistically,

implementing effective school-based Social Emotional Learning (SEL) programmes has

demonstrated positive relational and behavioural outcomes for children. Another important

relational aspect is staff relations. Caring relationships between colleagues and principals

are positively associated with educator well-being and engagement while reducing burnout

and coping with stressful situations at school (Eldor & Shoshani, 2016). These findings

show that school policies that prioritise relationships can positively affect relationships

within the school in a multifaceted way. Similarly, a positive, inviting, and inclusive school

culture, leadership with a clear vision, safe and reciprocal relationships, and opportunities

for participation are prominent in family-school relationships (Haines et al., 2015).

Additionally, the way to effective school-family relationships is to see the family as equal
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partners who want the best for the children and involve them as collaborators in their child’s

learning (Roffey, 2012).

School leadership is seen as a critical factor for children’s well-being and inclusion,

targeting specific learning needs that vary depending on the context (Fonsén et al., 2022;

Douglas, 2022). The principles of effective leadership for inclusion are as follows: inclusive

principles, a strategy that includes the whole school, and a shared leadership model (Ekins,

2013). It is important to prepare inclusive principles and a strategic foundation in an

adaptable way. This outlines the school’s shared idea of inclusiveness and steps to

prioritise child well-being. However, creating this shared idea means reviewing the

members’ values, beliefs, and meanings. The Index for Inclusion (Booth et al., 2006) is

helpful for schools planning their inclusive practices. This includes the key concepts for

inclusion, such as planning techniques for inclusive frameworks, and outcome evaluation

strategies, and is a useful roadmap for schools looking to support child well-being and

participation. While it is clear that prioritising whole-school well-being and inclusiveness is

a systematic process, it is also evident that the leadership that promotes these practices

is highly effective. Ryu and colleagues (2020) indicate that leaders can shift the school

approach more positively with their educational vision, personal values, and adjustments to

organisational priorities and structures, transcending individual relationships. To effectively

implement the systematic changes, school leaders must be trained, exposed to good

practices, and supported in developing their vision, as this can significantly impact

inclusiveness at schools. Consider visiting the “Leadership for Inclusion” chapters for

detailed information about inclusive school leadership.

Teachers as Catalysts for Children’s Well-Being: Key Influences and Support
Strategies

Improving what we do as educators and perhaps more importantly, how we do it, builds

personal practice, confidence and self-esteem. When practice is honed, meaningful

connections can be made between educator and student, laying firm foundations on which

both educator and child well-being can be built. Considerable research has identified the

symbiotic relationship between educator and child well-being (Harding et al., 2019, Lavy &

Naama-Ghanayim, 2020; Marigen et al., 2022;). In particular, this relationship emphasises

the importance of the connections between educator well-being and classroom

interactions, which in turn support affective environments which nurture social, emotional

and cognitive development for all concerned. Educator well-being can be influenced by

different factors, many of which have been discussed elsewhere in this chapter (see section

on School’s Role in Supporting Well-Being). However, on an individual level, educators who

focus on developing an effective personal practice are well positioned to improve levels of

personal and professional well-being. So how can we hone our practice?
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Reflective Practice

The process of reflection is regarded as an essential aspect of building teaching practice

(Brookfield, 2017; Farrell, 2015); and its implications for improving communication and

building relationships, underscores reflection as an integral skill required to support

inclusive practice and children’s well-being. It has frequently been noted that educators

reflect constantly, although often in an informal way (Brookfield, 2017; Kraft, 2002;

Schön,1983; Schön, 2017). While the knowledge to be gained from regular reflecting on

the practicalities of what happens during an educator’s working day is invaluable, critical

reflection provides a deeper understanding of an educator’s personal practice. So, when

does reflection become critical reflection? Schön’s research on professional education

(1983) focused on distinguishing between reflection in action and reflection on action.

Reflection in action is the thought process that we have whilst involved in a situation, during

which we become aware of what we are thinking, feeling and doing. Whereas reflection on

action takes place at a later stage, when we consider the events that took place and the

subsequent consequences, and relate these to what we were thinking, feeling and doing.

The dynamic interplay between both types of reflection creates a process in which the

educator can better understand the implications of her/his personal practice and the far-

reaching effects it can have on others, including their subjective well-being.

This is particularly pertinent when considering the relational aspect of pedagogy and

the complex nature of actions and interactions which take place in a dynamic and diverse

classroom environment. Indeed, relational pedagogies require significant levels of

responsiveness and reciprocity which are regularly informed by relevant and meaningful

feedback on their efficacy. Reich (2017) reports that the ability to be appropriately

responsive or as he terms it, reflexive, requires constant reflection. Within the process

of self-reflection, there is a degree of self-research which leads to developing levels of

personal understanding and growth. Of course, any process is made more fruitful by

applying as much pertinent information to it as possible. One way to appreciably inform

reflective practice is to utilise Brookfield’s four lenses of critical reflection (2017). He

suggests that educators need to see themselves from different angles in order to fully

appreciate many aspects of their practice, including the effect they have on others and

their sense of self. He goes on to argue that as individuals harbour implicit views and

assumptions that guide their actions, then perhaps the individual is not always best placed

to interrogate their own actions objectively. By extension, when educators reflect on their

own teaching, they are more likely to self-confirm their actions rather than self-

reflect. Brookfield offers some guidance in counteracting this tendency by identifying four

lenses which can be used to guide educators to be objective in their subjective

reflection. These are:

CHILDREN'S WELL-BEING IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION | 843



Students Eyes

Seeing ourselves through the eyes of students allows us to understand the effect our

actions and communications can have on them. Our actions, even when they are entirely

well-meaning, can have significant effects on a child’s well-being in both positive and

negative ways. It is important to recognise and acknowledge that the meanings we ascribe

to our actions may not be perceived in the same way by the students who are at the

receiving end of those actions; looking at ourselves through the eyes of the students

provides valuable insight into how our actions and communications are received.

Colleagues’ Perspectives

Inviting colleagues to observe and discuss practice can provide insights from those who

have a shared, contextual understanding and appreciation of actions and interactions.

They can offer new perspectives and often suggest responses which may never occur

to individuals when reflecting in isolation. Moreover, shared and professional dialogue

regarding children’s learning, development and well-being bolsters shared and sustained

thinking, and fosters a sense of inclusive practice amongst team members.

Personal Experience

Your own experience as a student educator brings with it a wealth of understanding of

how environment, context and dynamics can help or hinder your ability to feel secure,

confident and self-assured. Continuous Professional Development (CPD) provides ongoing

opportunities to not only upskill in specific areas, but also offers opportunities for personal

reflection on learning contexts and environments.

Theory and Research

Theory and Research can furnish unanticipated and illuminating interpretations of the

familiar, as well as revealing unfamiliar knowledge and understanding. Moreover, Theory

and Research are not static in nature, but rather evolve, bringing ever-developing

understanding to our work as educators. Arming ourselves with the most current and

pertinent information can only support our efforts to nurture children’s well-being and build

inclusive educational settings.

Brookfield’s four lenses framework is highly valuable in enabling educators to assess

the impact of their personal practice and is particularly pertinent in relation to supporting

educator and child well-being.

Pedagogy of Care

A significant element of Minkinnen’s SMCW Model (2013) is the presence of a Circle of

Care, in which it is acknowledged that children’s well-being is highly dependent on those
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individuals who interact with them face to face. Here it is recognised that, amongst others,

teachers provide physical, cognitive, emotional and material support to children through

a lens of care. However, the connection between care and education is one that is more

embedded in some educational areas than others. For example, the field of Early Childhood

Education and Care (ECEC) is one which espouses the belief that education and care are

intrinsically linked, and that there cannot be one without the other. As a direct result of

the interconnectedness of care and education, children’s well-being is often a key focus

of educators within the field of ECEC. The Key Person Approach (Goldschmied & Jackson,

2004) often acts as an effective framework that Early Childhood Educators utilise to direct

their focus and actions. This approach sees each child explicitly linked to an educator

who is personally responsible for building a close relationship with the child, acting as a

significant figure of attachment for the child and liaising closely with family. Within other

educational settings, the subject of well-being is often just that – an explicit topic which is

covered by a detailed curriculum. For example, in Ireland, well-being has been added to the

Primary and Special School curriculum, with an overall goal of supporting children’s well-

being through integrating the subjects of Physical Education (PE) and Social, Personal and

Health Education (SPHE). This has led to ‘well-being’ being treated like other subjects within

the curriculum, often with the usual set of expectations, such as homework, attached.

Correspondingly, a report on equity and excellence in education from the International

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) revealed that indeed,

schools in many jurisdictions typically rely on explicit curricula and programmes as the

prevailing approach for promoting student wellbeing (OECD, 2016). According to the report,

most schools implement wellbeing programmes through dedicated units or strands within

physical and health education, civic and citizenship education, moral or religious education.

This is in contrast to the area of ECEC, where care and well-being are seen as an implicit

part of educators’ work with children as opposed to an explicit body of knowledge to be

imparted. While it is vital that educators know, and work, within the curriculum they are

provided with (what we do), however, how educators work with children when utilising the

curriculum (how we do) is equally important. When care underpins educators’ actions and

interactions, relationships are stronger and well-being is fostered.

Building a Sense of Belonging

It is interesting to note that many well-being measurement scales contain evaluative

questions based on feelings of belonging, highlighting the importance of individuals feeling

a sense of inclusion or togetherness for the betterment of their subjective well-being.

Added to this, the growing body of research which examines the link between a sense

of belonging and effective learning contexts and environments (Hurley, 2023; Juutinen,

Ólafsdóttir, & Einarsdóttir, 2024; Rose & Shevlin, 2017), points to the necessity for educators

to promote environments where children feel they belong. Engaging with diverse

communities of students requires the educator to adopt the view of belonging as a holistic
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and relationally constructed concept which does not necessarily require a shared language,

ethnicity, religion, gender, background or age. Rather, what is required is a sense of shared

space and focus, where each person present feels that she/he is welcomed, recognised,

valued and has agency within that space. As in all matters related to children’s well-being,

the educator’s role in building a sense of belonging is informed by her/his relationships

with those with whom that space is shared. Knowing each child’s personality, strengths,

and family and cultural context, is key to shaping a space that can both reflect and nurture

those who engage within it, adult and child alike. When educators build a welcoming and

empowering educational setting, they not only reveal the complexities and the strengths

of the children they work with, but they also provide a window into their personal practice,

revealing the values and care that underpin their work with children.

Peer’s and Family’ Role: What has an impact on children’s well-being and how can
we support children’s well-being?

The relationship between parents and children serves as a critical protective factor in a

child’s well-being, offering emotional security, guidance, and a foundation for resilience.

This bond becomes even more significant when extended to include collaborative

relationships with schools and teachers, creating a unified support system that reinforces

the child’s well-being. When schools actively engage with families – particularly those of

children with special educational needs (SEN), disabilities, or immigrant backgrounds –

they bridge gaps in understanding and create opportunities for tailored support. Adopting a

capabilities approach in these collaborations ensures that the focus is on what children are

capable of, rather than merely addressing deficits. Close communication between parents

and educators enables a shared understanding of the child’s unique needs and strengths,

fostering trust and aligning efforts to create inclusive and supportive environments. For

children from immigrant backgrounds, this collaboration can address cultural and linguistic

barriers, promoting a sense of belonging and validation. Likewise, for children with SEN

and disabilities, this partnership ensures access to resources, adaptive strategies, and

emotional support tailored to their individual circumstances. Families play a vital role

in shaping educational policies and practices through active participation in advisory

committees, school councils, and decision-making processes, ensuring their perspectives

are valued and included. Additionally, strengthening family capabilities through targeted

workshops on parenting skills, home-based learning, and behaviour management

empowers parents to effectively support their children’s education and well-being.

Ultimately, when families, schools, and teachers work together with a shared commitment

to inclusivity and well-being, they create a powerful framework for protecting and nurturing

each child’s growth and potential.

Siblings play a critical role in shaping a child’s well-being, often serving as companions,

confidants, and role models within the family dynamic. Positive sibling relationships can

offer emotional support, a sense of security, and opportunities for social learning, which
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are especially important for children with special educational needs (SEN) or those from

immigrant backgrounds. For instance, a child with SEN who has a nurturing sibling may

experience increased self-confidence and social competence as their sibling advocates for

their inclusion and helps bridge gaps in communication or understanding with peers and

teachers. Similarly, an immigrant child may rely on their sibling to navigate new cultural

or linguistic challenges, providing a shared sense of identity and resilience in the face of

adversity. However, strained or neglectful sibling relationships can have the opposite effect,

potentially exacerbating feelings of isolation or inadequacy. For example, a child with SEN

who is teased or excluded by a sibling may internalise negative perceptions of their abilities,

impacting their emotional well-being and self-esteem. Minkkinen’s Circle of Care framework

emphasises the critical role siblings play as part of a child’s immediate support network,

influencing their social, emotional, and developmental outcomes. Schools can reinforce

these positive sibling dynamics by involving siblings in collaborative activities, offering

guidance on how to support one another, and recognising the unique contributions siblings

make to a child’s well-being. By fostering strong sibling relationships, families and schools

can create an environment where every child feels valued, supported, and empowered to

thrive.

Peers also play a pivotal role in shaping a child’s well-being, particularly in the school

environment, where friendships and social interactions significantly influence their

emotional and social development. Positive peer relationships can provide children with

a sense of belonging, validation, and emotional support, which are crucial components

of well-being. For children with special educational needs (SEN), or those from immigrant

backgrounds, having a supportive peer group can be transformative. For example, a child

with SEN who is included in collaborative classroom activities, or befriends peers who offer

encouragement and assistance, may experience enhanced confidence, reduced anxiety,

and improved engagement with learning. Similarly, an immigrant child who is welcomed

by peers and invited to participate in cultural or linguistic exchanges may feel a sense of

inclusion and pride in their identity, which fosters resilience and self-esteem. Conversely,

the absence of such positive interactions can lead to isolation and exclusion, undermining

a child’s well-being. For instance, a child who is marginalised, due to their disability or

linguistic differences, may feel disconnected and develop low self-worth, negatively

impacting their academic and social development. Minkkinen’s Circle of Care underscores

the importance of these peer relationships within the broader ecosystem of well-being,

highlighting how peers, as part of the child’s immediate social environment, contribute to

emotional safety and positive development. Schools can nurture this dynamic by fostering

inclusive practices, promoting empathy, and creating opportunities for cooperative learning,

ensuring that all children – regardless of their background or abilities – have the chance to

thrive within a supportive peer network.

Schools can play a vital role in fostering well-being between parents and children,

siblings, and peers by creating inclusive opportunities that strengthen these relationships.
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This approach aligns with Minkkinen’s Circle of Care, which emphasises the importance

of close, supportive interactions in a child’s immediate environment. Below are practical

examples tailored to children with SEN such as a chronic illness.

Fostering Well-Being Between Parents and Children

• Parent-Child Workshops: Organise regular workshops focused on joint activities, such

as art projects, storytelling, or cooking classes. For example, a school could host an

“Inclusive Family Art Day,” where children with SEN and their parents work together on

creative projects that emphasise teamwork and communication.

• Home-School Journals: For a child with a chronic illness who may miss school

frequently, schools could provide a home-school journal that allows parents and

teachers to communicate daily about the child’s needs and achievements. Parents

could also share positive moments at home, reinforcing their connection with the child.

• Family Inclusion Days: Host events like “Family Fun Days,” where parents can

participate in classroom activities or see their children’s work is showcased. For a child

with a chronic illness or disability, this could include an adapted environment where

they can fully participate.

Fostering Well-Being Between Children and Their Siblings

• Sibling Support Programs: Create school-based sibling groups where siblings of

children with SEN such as a chronic illnesses can share experiences and receive

guidance on how to support their sibling. For example, a school counsellor could

facilitate sessions where siblings discuss strategies for helping their brother or sister

feel included during play or activities.

• Inclusive Learning Projects: Plan activities that involve siblings working together, such

as science fairs or reading buddy systems. A child with SEN could partner with their

sibling to present a project that highlights their unique strengths, fostering mutual

respect and teamwork.

Fostering Well-Being Between Children and Their Peers

• Peer Buddy Systems: Pair children with SEN, or chronic illnesses, with supportive peers

for activities like group work, lunch breaks, or recess. For example, a peer buddy could

help a child with mobility issues navigate the playground, ensuring they feel included in

social interactions.

• Social Skills Groups: Run small, inclusive social skills programs where children learn

about empathy, active listening, and inclusion. A child with SEN could benefit from

structured opportunities to build friendships in a supportive environment.

• Inclusive Celebrations: Ensure that all children, including those with chronic illnesses,
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disabilities, from ethnic minorities etc. are part of school-wide events. For example,

during sports day, offer adapted activities where all children can participate, such as

wheelchair-friendly races or team-based games that focus on collaboration rather than

competition. For cultural events ensure representation of all children.

• Peer education and self-advocacy: When children are given the opportunity to share

their experiences, such as explaining a chronic illness or a unique learning need to

their peers, not only fosters understanding but also reduces stigma and builds empathy

within the classroom. This process allows children to develop confidence and agency,

enabling them to feel valued and respected for their contributions. For example, a

child with diabetes might explain how they manage their condition, helping classmates

understand their needs while encouraging acceptance and support. Peer education

and self-advocacy not only benefit the individual child but also create a more inclusive

and empathetic school culture where all children feel empowered to share their stories

and perspectives.

These practical initiatives reinforce the Circle of Care by fostering positive, reciprocal

relationships among the key individuals in a child’s immediate environment, i.e., parents,

siblings, peers, and educators. By creating spaces for collaboration, understanding, and

mutual support, schools ensure that children with SEN feel valued and included. These

efforts not only enhance individual well-being but also contribute to a culture of empathy

and community that benefits all children.

Child’s level: What has an impact on children’s well-being and how can we
support children’s well-being?

Reflection Activity: How can educators create an environment that empowers children to

express themselves and engage actively in their own well-being?

Children’s well-being is a multifaceted concept that we are trying to expand our

knowledge of. In this section, we will focus on the individual child. We could gain a more

comprehensive understanding by considering children as active subjects in their own well-

being (Mason & Danby, 2011). Beyond this, conceptualising the child as a social actor

who structures their own world and as an agent who transforms society will reveal a

more meaningful perspective (Minkkinnen, 2013). Child well-being is connected to daily

experiences, including their interactions with people, places, activities, and time (Fattore

et al., 2009). Research shows that children’s subjective well-being is influenced by their

agency and sense of control, opportunities for play, interactions with educators, peers, and

staff, and feeling safe and secure at school (Fattore et al., 2009; Jevtić & Visković, 2021).

Although these concepts are intertwined and support each other in terms of children’s

well-being, it would be useful to talk about how they can be supported by looking at their

separate meanings.

CHILDREN'S WELL-BEING IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION | 849



Fostering children’s agency and participation in inclusive settings is essential for their

well-being and development. Children have the right to express their views on matters

affecting them, and this participation is crucial for their holistic development (UNCRC,

1989). According to Minkkinen (2013), children’s agency is integral to their overall well-

being, as it enables them to navigate their social environments and contribute meaningfully

to their learning experiences. Agency, that is the ability to make choices and have a say

in their lives, empowers children to become active participants in their learning and social

environments (Jans, 2004). According to Sen’s capability approach, children can be seen

as agents who construct their own world; however, they must have opportunities to realise

their agency so that they can be capable (Hart & Brando, 2018; Sen, 1993). Likewise, looking

at the agency as a practical achievement rather than a priori assumption could be a more

empowering approach (Jerome & Starkey, 2022). It means that even though agency and

the right of participation are universal rights, it is possible to emerge through interaction

and negotiations between the child and the school. This can be achieved by providing

diverse opportunities for decision-making, whether it is choosing activities, contributing to

classroom rules, or engaging in group projects. Using dialogic communication techniques,

where children are encouraged to express their thoughts and feelings openly, helps to foster

a sense of agency. Tools like visual aids, storytelling, and role-playing can be effective in

facilitating this process.

Play is essential for children’s well-being, encompassing their physical, emotional, and

psychological health. Through play, children can build connections with people and places,

learn independently, and develop confidence, resilience, self-esteem, and self-efficacy, all

crucial for their overall well-being (Cole-Hamilton & Gleave, 2011). Furthermore, children’s

subjective well-being is strongly linked to free time and play opportunities (Corominas et

al., 2021). Research indicates that engaging in playful experiences positively influences

children’s development, regardless of their age group (Gordon, 2014). Given these findings,

promoting free play in the classroom and at school, and providing playful learning

experiences, will positively contribute to children’s well-being. Creating supportive

environments across multiple domains, to support children’s well-being through play within

an inclusive education framework, is essential. This involves integrating play-based learning

into the school curriculum, designing classrooms with flexible and accessible spaces for

various types of play, training educators to incorporate inclusive play into their teaching, and

ensuring sufficient unstructured recess time to allow play that benefits all children. Lynch

and colleagues (2023) suggested universal design principles for facilitating play in inclusive

settings. A play promoting space for all should serve equitable, flexible, simple, and intuitive

use, include perceptible information, tolerance for error, different sizes and spaces, and

require low physical effort. In this way, the space could be responsive to the changing needs

of play and learning.

Children’s relationships with peers and adults play a significant role in their well-being,

especially in inclusive educational settings. In particular, the quality of those relationships
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provides emotional support or a sense of relatedness, which contributes to positive

development, including higher levels of engagement, motivation, and academic

performance (Sabol & Pianta, 2012). From Minkkinen’s perspective, the ‘Circle of Care’

emphasises the importance of a supportive relational environment where children feel

valued and understood. Supporting well-being from a relational perspective at the child

level, it is essential to understand the children and their perspective on relationships, help

relationship-building skills, and create space for them to express themselves and their

feelings. It is thought that the relational support perceived by children may be effective

in their adaptation to school, and that negative relationships may also be a determinant

to school-related adaptation difficulties (Harrison et al., 2007). In educational settings,

where children from low-income, culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds may risk

feeling like they do not belong at school or consider dropping out, the protective role

of relationships becomes even more critical (Jain et al., 2019; Reicher, 2010). On the

other hand, child temperament could affect teacher-child interaction quality (Rudasill &

Rimm-Kaufman, 2009). For example, shyness could impact the closeness in teacher-child

relationship. It is important to be aware of the character, temperament and differences

between children, to ensure their inclusion and to support reciprocal relationships. For these

relationships to progress positively for the child, it is important to think about ways to create

opportunities to get to know the child and support them to express themselves.

Initial recognition methods – including observations, checklists, and informal interviews

– help educators identify a child’s developmental level, interests, and needs (Bagnato,

2007). With young children, it is also essential to have a check-in routine to understand

their well-being (Laevers & Declercq, 2018). Creative methods could be used to explore

their ideas and opinions about their well-being (Pople & Cotton, 2014). Drawing, playdough,

videos, and photobooks could potentially be tools for children to reflect on their

perspectives on well-being. While creative methods help to understand children, they also

allow children with different needs to express themselves, thanks to various techniques.

Another critical method is participatory observation (Fine & Sandstrom, 1988).

Observations can be made by understanding the child’s culture, verifying the information

the adult understands from the child, and diversifying the methods. Building trust through

empathetic communication is vital; active listening and attention to verbal and non-verbal

cues help educators grasp a child’s feelings and thoughts (Petrie, 2011). Offering self-

expression opportunities through art, play, or storytelling further deepens understanding,

ensuring each child feels seen, heard, and supported.

It should be taken into consideration that different children may give different meanings

to these dimensions and have different needs. This can be challenging, and it is crucial to

be mindful of and respectful of children’s individuality and diverse identities. For instance, a

child who speaks a different language at home may require language support, and a child

with a physical disability may need specific accommodations to access the playground.

Children who feel anxious about interacting with their peers may benefit from private
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conversations with their teacher, one-on-one peer support, and gentle encouragement. As

seen in the examples, knowing and understanding the child can be seen as an important

step in supporting the child’s well-being in the classroom. Understanding each child in an

inclusive setting begins with recognising their unique strengths, needs, and preferences

(Villa & Thousand, 2021).

Building a Strong Circle of Care for All

Ultimately, a strong Circle of Care within a school ensures that all children – whether

they have disabilities, come from marginalised backgrounds, or face unique challenges

– are supported holistically. This approach is rooted in the idea that every child needs a

network of caring individuals who provide consistent and meaningful support. By creating

a nurturing environment where teachers, peers, families, and communities collaborate

closely, schools can offer the emotional security that children need to feel safe and valued.

For instance, teachers who are trained in inclusive practices can provide differentiated

instruction tailored to each child’s unique learning needs, while peers contribute to a sense

of belonging and acceptance through positive interactions. Families, when engaged as

active partners in the educational process, help bridge the gap between home and school,

ensuring that children feel supported in every aspect of their lives. This comprehensive

approach allows schools to be more responsive to the individual needs of each child,

creating an inclusive atmosphere where all students can thrive.

In addition to emotional support, a strong Circle of Care is critical for fostering social

development, which is especially important for children who may feel isolated or excluded

due to disabilities or socio-economic disadvantages. Inclusive schools that prioritise peer

support and collaboration create opportunities for children to build friendships and develop

social skills through group activities, peer mentoring programs, and cooperative learning.

These experiences are essential for building empathy and understanding among students,

helping them to appreciate the diverse backgrounds and abilities of their peers. For children

with disabilities, being integrated into social activities alongside their classmates can

reduce feelings of isolation and increase their sense of belonging, while for marginalised

children, such interactions can help break down social barriers. By facilitating positive

social interactions, schools contribute to a broader culture of inclusivity, ensuring that every

child has opportunities to develop the social competencies that are critical for success both

inside and outside the classroom.

Moreover, a well-rounded Circle of Care also addresses the academic foundation needed

for children to thrive, especially for those who might face additional challenges in their

educational journey. Through individualised learning plans, access to specialised support

services, and a curriculum that respects diverse learning needs, schools can ensure that

every child receives the guidance and resources they need to succeed academically. For

instance, children with disabilities might benefit from assistive technologies that help them
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access learning materials, while those from marginalised backgrounds may need additional

academic support to overcome gaps in their educational experiences. By providing these

resources, schools help level the playing field, giving each child the tools they need to reach

their full potential. The Circle of Care thus acts as a framework that integrates emotional,

social, and academic support, creating a well-rounded educational environment where all

students are given the opportunity to flourish. This holistic approach ensures that inclusivity

is not just a policy, but a lived reality, where every child is empowered to succeed.

Promoting the well-being of children with disabilities and other marginalised groups in

an inclusive school is a comprehensive effort that requires collaboration among teachers,

peers, families, and the wider community. By strengthening the Circle of Care and

addressing broader societal barriers, schools can create environments where all students,

regardless of their needs or background, can flourish. In line with Minkkinen’s Structural

Model of Child Well-being, this approach ensures that every child has the opportunity to

experience positive physical, emotional, and social development, ultimately contributing to

a more inclusive and resilient society.

Conclusion

Now, it’s time to recall our case. After reading the chapter, what did you think of to

encourage Fatima, include her in the classroom, and support her learning? Here is the rest

of the case.

The Unseen Factors

Beneath the surface, Fatima’s migration background played a significant role in her

behaviour. Her family had left Syria to escape conflict, facing numerous challenges such

as housing instability, financial difficulties, and the emotional toll of leaving their homeland.

At home, Fatima found solace in drawing and painting, expressing her feelings and

experiences through art. She also had a keen interest in animals, though the language

barrier and cultural differences at school made it difficult for her to engage with these

topics. These unseen factors contributed to her shyness and reluctance to participate in

class.

Intervention and Support

Recognising Fatima’s potential, her teacher, Ms. Garcia, took the initiative to understand her

better. After noticing Fatima’s interests, Ms. Garcia arranged a meeting with her parents to

learn more about her background. She then incorporated visual aids and bilingual resources

into her teaching, helping Fatima grasp the curriculum better. Art projects became a regular

part of class activities, allowing Fatima to express herself creatively. Ms. Garcia also paired

Fatima with Layla, a bilingual classmate, to assist with language and class activities, and
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organised cultural lessons and a “Cultural Heritage Day” to celebrate diversity, fostering a

sense of belonging for Fatima.

Transformation and Conclusion

The impact of these interventions was transformative. With the support of visual aids and

bilingual resources, Fatima’s comprehension and engagement in class improved markedly.

Her academic performance showed steady progress, especially in subjects with visual

learning components. Socially, Fatima began forming friendships, starting with Layla and

extending to other classmates. She became more active in class discussions and group

activities, gaining confidence in her language skills and cultural identity. The inclusive and

supportive environment at Harmony Elementary helped Fatima feel valued and understood,

significantly reducing her anxiety and sense of isolation. Fatima’s story highlights the

importance of cultural competence and empathy in education, demonstrating that every

child has the potential to succeed when given the right opportunities and support.

Local contexts

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

This case study highlights the complexities of supporting child well-being in an inclusive

educational setting, where each child’s story and needs are unique. As demonstrated by

Fatima’s experience, a child’s initial behaviour and engagement may not provide a complete

understanding; instead, they may reflect deeper, unseen factors such as language barriers,

cultural adjustments, or past experiences. To effectively support children like Fatima,

educators must look beyond first impressions and strive to understand each child’s

background and strengths. This requires a commitment to empathy, cultural sensitivity, and

the implementation of inclusive practices that recognise and celebrate diversity. As you

reflect on Fatima’s story, consider specific steps you can take in your educational practice

to enhance inclusivity. Whether by introducing cultural events, creating partnerships with

families, or encouraging peer support, remember that every action contributes to a more

inclusive and supportive learning environment. Let’s move forward with a commitment to

ensure that every child feels seen, valued, and supported on their journey to well-being and

belonging.

854 | CHILDREN'S WELL-BEING IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION



Relationships

• Do you recognise each child as a unique individual with their own
way of being, communicating and coping?

• Do you collaborate with parents to gain knowledge and
understanding of the child’s home and family context?

• Do you recognise and acknowledge each child’s funds of
knowledge (Moll, 2006) such as the knowledge, understanding and

skills she/he has learned outside of the classroom environment
such as in their family and home context?

• Do you provide opportunities for children to demonstrate, celebrate
and share their funds of knowledge?

• Do you provide opportunities to share your own funds of
knowledge?

Communication

• Do you tune in to all children; observing, interpreting and acting on
cues given?

• Have you developed a ‘listening culture’ where the physical,
temporal and emotional environment is set up to seek input and

feedback from others? Do you listen and act upon feedback
received and then communicate subsequent developments to the

actors involved?
• Have you developed a Pedagogy of Listening (Rinaldi, 2001) where

you as an educator recognise the multitude of ways that children
can communicate? (Consider verbal and non-verbal

communication, visual and expressive art, movement, focus,
attention, mood, conflict, personal affect etc.)

Educational
setting

• Have you provided an adaptable environment where children are
facilitated in their communication?

• Do you recognise the impact of immediate environmental context
on children’s actions and interactions (such as the difference
between children’s levels of movement indoors as opposed to

outdoors)?
• Are children ‘visible’ within your classroom? (For example, are

individual creations displayed? Are children’s quotes displayed?)
• Have you built a classroom culture which invites and values diverse

methods of communication?
• Do you have access to assistive technology?

Reflective
practice

• Do you regularly reflect in and on practice (Schön, 2017)?
• Do you seek children’s feedback in a variety of ways? Are all

children enabled to provide feedback?
• Are you aware of the Hidden Curriculum – the implicit messages

children and adults receive through the actions and
communications of others?

• Do you seek and consider colleagues’ perspectives?
• Do you upskill to support practice which speaks to specific

cohorts? (For example, becoming familiar with assistive
technology or non-verbal communication systems)

• Do you celebrate your achievements in supporting children’s
well-being?

• Do you discuss children’s well-being with significant others?
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Guiding Questions to Support Educators in Gauging and Nurturing Children’s Everyday Well-

Being

856 | CHILDREN'S WELL-BEING IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION



Indicator
Domain Potential Indicator Prompts

Presentation

• Is the child active and engaged?
• Is the child visible in all areas of the classroom?

• Is the child experiencing enjoyment without constraints?
• What does the child’s posture say about her/him?
• What message does the child’s demeanour give?

• What message does the child’s focus of attention give? (For
example, is the child only engaging with specific activities and

ignoring others? Does the child seem like she/he is actively
listening to others?)

• How does the child react to being approached by others?
• How does the child react to being touched by others?

Engagement

• Is the child engaging with all aspects of school life?
• Is the child engaging with peers?

• Does the child find it challenging to enter group play?
• Does the child engage with all types of play?

• Does the child observe others at play?
• Is the child engaging with adults?

• Is the child sharing achievements with others?
• Is the child inviting input from others?

• What message does the child’s levels of focus give?
• What did the child’s transition into the setting tell you?

· Did the child find it difficult to start the school year?

· Did the child find it difficult to transition from parent/caregiver to
school/classroom on the day?
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Communication

• Is the child connecting with others?
• What emotions is the child displaying? How are they being

displayed or shared?
• What message is the child’s facial expression giving?

• What message is the child’s body language giving? Consider:

· Stance

· Posture/Demeanour

· Gaze/Focus/Attention – where is the child looking? How is the
child’s eye contact?

· Movement – is she/he moving away?

· Proxemics/Positioning – is the child always very close to you?
Distant from others?

· Kinesics – does the child understand/use physical gestures such as
a thumbs up or a waving of hands

· Haptics – communication through touch such as holding your hand
– does the child seek lots of tactile comfort?

• Does the child’s body language match their spoken language?
• Does the child ask for help when needed?

• Can the child communicate how she/he is feeling?
• Does the child talk about home or family?

• Can the child’s behaviour lead to conflict? Is she/he involved in
conflict often?

• Can the child ‘stand their ground’? Can the child advocate for her/
himself when faced with a challenge?
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STICKS AND STONES: BULLYING AND
MICROAGGRESSION AT SCHOOL

Clíona O'Keeffe; Evrim Çetinkaya Yıldız; Fatma Kurker; and Pamela February

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=641#oembed-1

Below, we provide three example cases of people who have experienced bullying for various

reasons. They describe a few of their experiences, and the chapter will refer to these cases

throughout.

Example Case 1 – Sam

“I have experienced a lot of exclusion within school from age five up until about 16, 17 or

potentially even 18. I was a really awkward kid. And I’m also trans (gender), so I was hanging

out predominately with girls in school. I was always the kid that, they went, “Oh, we don’t

want to be friends with her any longer. We don’t want to play with you, and we don’t want to

be your friend anymore”. And I had that experience every year, all the way through my

schooling. It’s only in the last couple of years that I’ve realised I’m neurodivergent, and it

explains for me quite a bit of what I had gone through. (I was probably the really awkward kid

who was overly chatty). But then my peers basically decided that they didn’t want to

associate with me any longer, and it became a very lonely space. I moved schools when I

was 11 from a mixed school to an all-girls school. The reason I chose that all-girls school

was that this school was a feeder school for the secondary school. So, actually the bullying

continued and was quite an uncomfortable experience for me being a non-binary masculine

person in an all-girls school.”

Sam Blankensee, National University Maynooth Ireland, Ireland
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Example Case 2 – Andrew

Bullied as a child

“My experience with bullying in schools. It happened in as early as grade one. You know, as a

little boy, I was quite effeminate, but I was also very outspoken. And, you were told a lot to

shut up. You know, the older you get, you realise shut up is not just verbal. It’s shut up

physically. Shut up with your talent. Shut up with your gifts. Shut up with your ability. So that

bullying for me, at a very early age, I realised it was shutting me down. Not just my voice, but

my presence, my involvement, my inclusion. I would be told to shut up in the library, but I’d be

shut up on the playground as well. And so you want to be kept silent. By the time I reached

grade five, at age ten, I felt like they definitely didn’t want to see me at all. “Shut up” turned

into “don’t be here”—they wanted me to disappear. It becomes a really, really strong

exclusion. And then when I went to high school-grades seven, eight, nine, you realise you

could feel it because you look around and realise, well, where’s everyone? And then you

realise that you have been excluded, and that bullying came through the form of exclusion.

Everyone is welcome but you. You get to realise that you are being excluded for reasons that

sometimes you didn’t even understand. And that was something that I think bothered me

when I got older, and I realised I was being bullied for things that I didn’t even understand. I

remember, you know, being described as gay and all those strong words we used back in

Jamaica for gay. At that time, I didn’t understand people what gay was. But you are being

accused and labelled with those words, and it felt horrible. You know, I think we have to

realise the impact that bullying has had on many of us. It was horrible.”

Bullied as an adult/a teacher

“The bullying is different because now it’s coming from outside of school. It’s coming from

parents. And you kind of want to redefine what bullying is at that time because you wouldn’t

think it was bullying. But those looks, the questions, the conversations that felt violent

because, you know, we’re being questioned if it’s safe for you not only to be in school, but for

children to be around you as a teacher. So it comes again with the assumptions, the

stereotypes. And I can tell you for a fact that those assumptions and the stereotypes they

follow you. It’s no longer the playground. I think a lot of the myth that I wanted to talk about
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is that we really think bullying is for just the classroom and the kids on the playground.

Bullying is happening in the staff room in our schools. Bullying is happening in PTA meetings

and parent council bullying is at every single level in our society. And it’s not just a school

thing, it’s a people thing. When people are doing harm to each other. We bully and it’s

harmful.”

Andrew B. Campbell, University of Toronto, Canada

Example 3 – Yuko

“To begin with, I have a brother who has a disability, and, although he’s physically okay, he

cannot speak, and has intellectual impairment. When I was in elementary school, bullying

started in the first grade. They imitated my brother’s voice or demeaned him in front of me to

make fun of me and to make me feel really bad, but my family and I got through it. Although

the adults also experienced discrimination as a family, we, collaboratively, encouraged each

other. The bullying became severe at the age of 13, and, the whole classroom, became an

enemy to me. They wanted to attack me. I got verbally, sometimes physically abused. They

hid my shoes. They wrote graffiti, such as words like “die” or “get out” or “how is your

brother doing?”, and so on, on my desk. I thought, I don’t have to erase the words using my

eraser. They should. They should erase the words. So for four months, I didn’t do anything

about the desk. Then, finally a classroom teacher noticed and he asked what happened to

your desk? Did you write on it? I asked, why would I write this?” This is my desk. Then he

realised that I was being bullied. But before that, nobody noticed. So the teacher wanted to

improve the situation, but still the bullying went on after school when the teachers were not

watching us. So at that time, I really felt I should get over it and one thing I saw as a strategy

to survive was to study hard to defeat them, which I didn’t before. That’s really made me

what I am today. And, of course, it was a blessing in disguise for me as it really enhanced

and encouraged me. But it is difficult for all the people who are bullied in Japan to get over

being bullied. Some killed themselves, and that’s happened a lot. Now that I have become a

teacher, I really can relate to the students’ feelings, but I really didn’t want to share my own

experience with them because I wanted to be away from my own hardship. So it was difficult

for me to share my own feelings until only recently. I started to share my own experiences

and found that the situation was better because sharing collaboratively felt great.”

Yuko Uesugi, Eikei University of Hiroshima, Japan
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Note: For the sake of clarity for the reader, we have amended the direct transcript in the

examples. For the exact words, please watch the full interview with Sam, Andrew and Yuko.

Initial questions

In this chapter, you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. Who defines bullying and how?

2. What are the different forms of bullying?

3. What is the prevalence of bullying across different settings and contexts?

4. What are the roles of those involved in a bullying situation?

5. What is the motivation for and cause of bullying?

6. Who to whom?

7. What are the effects of bullying?

8. Mechanisms of change: How can we prevent and address bullying in our schools?

Introduction to Topic

Sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me is an old rhyme, adage

or proverb (the earliest seen around 1844), at times chanted by children who were taunted

and teased. This chapter will prove that sometimes the pen (words) is mightier than the

sword. King Solomon (Proverbs 18:21) stated that “Death and life are in the power of the

tongue.” Or as the English comedian Eric Idle said: “Sticks and stones may break my bones,

but words will make me go in a corner and cry by myself for hours.”

If we asked the man in the street about their experiences concerning bullying, that is,

whether they have been bullied or witnessed bullying, we would get a vast range of stories

depending on who we asked. Their responses may also vary as to how to handle situations

where bullying occurs, depending on these experiences. What will probably cut across all

their experiences is how vividly they remember them, even if it happened way back in their

childhood days. The three examples depicted above of Sam, Andrew and Yuko are cases in

point.

The children’s rhyme referenced at the start of this chapter underscores that bullying has

deep historical roots. First documented in 1844, this chant reveals that even 180 years later

(in 2024), the concept of bullying is still widespread, complex, and often misunderstood.

Despite the passage of time, confusion lingers, and efforts to address and prevent it

continue as we seek effective strategies.
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This chapter aims to unpack bullying as follows. The chapter starts by defining bullying

and reflecting on who defines it. It looks at terms sometimes confused with bullying and the

various forms bullying can take. We look at the concept of microaggression as a specific

form of bullying. Based on our introductory remarks, bullying may regularly occur, but what

do statistics say about its prevalence? We look at the roles of those involved in a situation

where bullying occurs.

The chapter reviews theories of bullying and the related research carried out. We examine

the motivation for and cause of bullying. We also scrutinise who is bullying whom.

Furthermore, important aspects of the chapter are the effects of bullying on learners,

the classroom, the school and the community as a whole. To mitigate these effects, the

chapter examines the mechanisms of change, that is, what strategies could the learner, the

classroom, the school and the broader community adopt?

This chapter is tailored towards student teachers who will come across situations where

bullying occurs. The chapter poses questions throughout that are meant to make the

student teacher reflect on bullying in relation to the learner, the classroom and the school

community situation in which they find themselves.

Key aspects

What defines bullying, who are the individuals involved in bullying situations,
and what are the different types of bullying?

Bullying can be interpreted differently. However, our aim in this section is not to focus

on differences, but to develop a common understanding of the nature of bullying. With

this understanding, we hope to help readers better understand bullying behaviour, be more

sensitive to its detection, and develop effective intervention plans.

a. Bullying

One definition of bullying is “aggressive, goal-directed behaviour that harms another

individual within the context of a power imbalance” (Volk et al., 2014). However, the most

well-known definition of bullying is “being repeatedly subjected to harmful actions by one

or more individuals” (Olweus, 1993). For this author, bullying is characterised by aggressive

behaviour or intentional harm-doing, which occurs repeatedly and over time in an

interpersonal relationship marked by a power imbalance. In addition to these two

characteristics listed by Olweus (1993), power imbalance and harm are also among the

characteristics of bullying (Volk et al., 2014). There are 4 key characteristics of bullying:

1. Intentional: Bullying behaviours are intentional and driven by the intent to harm

(Olweus, 2012). This characteristic distinguishes bullying from self-defence and

reactive aggression. Bullying is not spontaneous or motivated by self-defence; it is
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carried out deliberately and with bad intention.

2. Repetitive: Bullying is a repetitive behaviour and is not limited to a single incident. It

occurs repeatedly over time (Olweus, 2012).

3. Power Imbalance: A power imbalance exists between the parties involved in bullying,

which can manifest in various forms, including physical, cognitive, and social power.

Physical power refers to differences in strength or size, while cognitive power involves

disparities in intellectual abilities, such as verbal fluency or social-cognitive skills.

Social power arises from factors like popularity or social status (Volk et al., 2014).

4. Harm: Bullying is harmful to those who are subjected to it. The harmfulness of bullying

is the product of both the frequency and the perceived intensity of a behaviour (Harm

= Frequency × Intensity) (Volk et al., 2014). In other words, as either frequency or

intensity increases, harmfulness appears to increase as well (Ybarra et al., 2014).

(Intensity examples: pinching (lower), stabbing (higher), etc.)

While there is no universally agreed-upon definition of bullying, a commonly accepted

description emphasises its key characteristics: intentionality, repetitiveness, and the

negative (unwanted or harmful) actions of one or more individuals directed at another

person who cannot defend themselves. Bullying is often viewed as an aggressive act

or deliberate harm that occurs repeatedly over time within an interpersonal relationship

characterised by a perceived imbalance of power. A conflict cannot be considered bullying

when both parties have equal strength. Therefore, in a school setting, teacher-targeted

bullying is identified when a learner victimises a teacher who has authority over the learner,

though the teacher may not use that power (Garrett, 2015).

Bullying is often confused with aggression, violence, conflict, and disputes. However,

these behaviours have different characteristics.

b. Terms confused with bullying

Aggression: In social psychology, aggression is most commonly defined as a behaviour

that is intended to harm another person who is motivated to avoid that harm (DeWall et

al., 2012). This harm can be in various ways, including physical injury, emotional distress,

or damage to social relationships. There are 4 key characteristics of aggression (Allen &

Anderson, 2017):

1. Aggression is an observable behaviour (not an aggressive thought or feeling).

2. Aggressive behaviours are intentional and carry out the goal of harming another.

3. Aggression involves people.

4. Recipients of the aggression must be motivated to avoid harm.

Two characteristics that distinguish aggressive behaviour from bullying are repetition and
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power imbalances. Let us not to forget that not every aggressive behaviour constitutes

bullying.

Violation: Violence is a risky behaviour characterised by intentional harm inflicted

through physical or psychological means. This harm can be directed towards oneself,

others, such as in student-on-student, student-on-teacher, teacher-on-teacher, or teacher-

on-student scenarios, or objects (Steffgen, 2009). All violent behaviours can be considered

as aggression, but not all aggressive behaviours can be considered violence (Allen &

Anderson, 2017). Given that violence is characterised as an extreme manifestation of

aggression (Bushman & Huesmann, 2010), it can be inferred that the distinction between

aggression and bullying parallels the distinction between violence and bullying. This

differentiation is mainly due to the repetitive nature of bullying and the presence of a power

imbalance inherent in bullying situations.

Conflict: In its simplest definition, conflict refers to incompatibilities, disagreements,

or dissonances within or between social entities (individuals, groups, institutions, etc.)

(Rahim, 2002). There is a fundamental difference between conflict and bullying. From this

perspective, two key aspects set bullying apart from conflict: (a) the perpetrator’s intention

is not to resolve a mutual disagreement but rather to deliberately and actively harm the

victim, and (b) the unequal power dynamic in which the perpetrators hold control over the

victims due to a significant power advantage. This power imbalance is pre-existing and

present from the onset of bullying. Perpetrators deliberately target victims based on this

imbalance, choosing those who are weaker (Baillien et al., 2017; Keashly, 2020; Olweus,

1993). Despite the conceptual distinction between bullying and interpersonal conflict, the

literature discusses the potential effectiveness of conflict management skills in reducing

bullying in schools. However, studies have shown that there is no relationship between

conflict management and bullying victimisation in schools (Burger, 2022). These findings

highlight the need for distinct approaches when addressing bullying and conflict in

educational settings.

Disputes: Disputes are short-term disagreements between people or groups (Burton,

1990). Two key aspects that set bullying apart from conflict also apply to disputes. In

disputes, there is not always an imbalance of power between the parties, and there is no

intention by the parties to deliberately and systematically harm each other. Disputes are

more easily resolved than both bullying and conflict.

c. What forms can bullying take?

Examining the types of bullying can facilitate defining and intervening in bullying incidents.

Therefore, this section provides explanations regarding the various forms of bullying

behaviour.

Physical: In this form of bullying, the bully is directly involved in physical behaviours

(Crick, 1996). Bullying that involves direct, physical, and obvious behaviours includes
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actions such as hitting, kicking, pushing, shoving around, locking someone indoors,

damaging their belongings, or seizing or destroying others’ property as a means of

intimidation (Crick, 1996; Gong et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2009). Physical bullying is a

common type of bullying in schools, mainly due to the presence of individuals from various

age groups in the school environment. Younger students who are behind in physical

development are at higher risk for physical bullying (Crick, 1996).

Verbal: Bullying with cruel words involves hurtful name-calling, verbal abuse, ridicule,

threatening, insulting nicknames, and spreading gossip or rumours, such as name-calling

and teasing in a hurtful way, which refers to actively saying unfriendly words to harm, hurt,

or scare others (Wang et al., 2009; Gong et al., 2024). Verbal attacks can be personal or

sexual, or they may target the victim’s family, race, or religion (Sticks and Stones, n.d.). This

type of bullying can occur in person, by phone, by email, or in other virtual environments.

Due to its possibility to extend beyond the school environment and its insidious nature, it is

more difficult to detect compared to physical bullying.

Relational: Relational bullying refers to an indirect form of bullying that “refers to the

manipulation of social relationships to destroy or damage others’ social network or social

reputation” (Gong et al., 2024, p.2) and includes social exclusion, such as being excluded

from a group of friends or being ignored, and spreading rumours, including telling lies or

spreading false information about someone (Wang et al., 2009). Although it has highly

destructive effects on the bullied person, it is more difficult for others to notice and

intervene. To better understand relational bullying in school environments, you can watch

the 2004 movie “Mean Girls.”

Emotional: Emotional bullying is a type of bullying that targets a person’s emotional

well-being, self-confidence, and self-esteem. It can manifest in non-verbal forms such as

laughing, pointing, staring, or drawing pictures, as well as in psychological forms like

isolation and rejection (Fried & Fried, 2004). Unlike physical or verbal bullying, emotional

bullying does not involve direct physical contact or words, but rather focuses on disrupting

the individual’s emotional state. Emotional bullying often overlaps with verbal and relational

bullying, but its primary aim is to cause emotional harm through behaviours like constant

criticism, blaming, emotional manipulation, and demeaning actions.

The types mentioned above are traditional forms of bullying, meaning they encompass

all the characteristic elements of bullying behaviour (intentionality, repetition, power

imbalance, and harm). In addition to these, there is cyberbullying, which has become a

widely recognised concept in recent times. While cyberbullying is often evaluated as the

online extension of traditional bullying, it also possesses its own distinct characteristics

while still carrying the attributes of traditional bullying.

Cyberbullying: Cyberbullying can be defined as any behaviour performed through

electronic or digital media by individuals or groups that repeatedly communicate hostile or

aggressive messages intended to inflict harm or discomfort on others (Tokunaga, 2010). It

can occur on social media, messaging, gaming, and mobile phones. Cyberbullying is a form
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of bullying that occurs through the use of digital technologies. This type of bullying involves

repeated behaviours aimed at scaring, angering, or shaming those who are targeted. For

example, spreading lies about someone or posting embarrassing photos or videos of them

on social media, sending hurtful, abusive, or threatening messages, images, or videos via

messaging platforms, or impersonating someone to send mean messages to others are all

examples of cyberbullying. Face-to-face bullying and cyberbullying often occur alongside

each other, but cyberbullying leaves a digital footprint—a record that can help stop the

abuse (UNICEF, n.d.). The “Is Anyone Up?” website serves as a stark example of the severe

consequences cyberbullying can have. This platform enabled targeted harassment and

revenge porn, causing significant harm to individuals’ lives (Tallerico, 2022). It illustrates

how cyberbullying can extend beyond individual actions, with its negative impacts

spreading at the community level and reaching severe levels of harassment. This case

underscores the need for legal regulations to combat cyberbullying, such as the Australian

goverment’s Charlotte’s Law (Anti-Bullying Crusader, n.d.). Cyberbullying is distinguished

by its feature of anonymity, which, along with a wide audience, increases the potential to

harm victims. Unlike traditional bullying, where the victim knows the bully’s identity and

witnesses their power display, cyberbullies remain anonymous, reducing their risk of being

caught and encouraging more harmful behaviour. This anonymity can leave victims feeling

powerless and inadequate. Moreover, cyberbullies often fail to grasp the consequences of

their actions, leading to a lack of empathy and remorse. The public nature of cyberbullying

further amplifies its impact, often resulting in more severe outcomes than traditional

bullying (Slonje & Smith, 2008). You can find a cyberbullying case sample:

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/07/06/technology/tiktok-fake-teachers-pennsylvania.html

There is also another classification that Smith (2016) suggested.

1. Bullying based on disability

This type of bullying, often referred to as disability-based bullying, involves targeting

individuals because of their physical or cognitive differences. This form of bullying can

occur in various environments, including schools, workplaces, and online platforms. A study

carried out by Aljabri, Bagadood, and Sulaimani (2023) addresses the significant issue

of bullying experienced by learners with intellectual disabilities during their intermediate

school years. Key findings from the study indicate that all participants reported being

bullied, with the most common types being physical and verbal abuse, along with social

isolation and ridicule. The emotional repercussions for these students included feelings of

embarrassment, anger, and withdrawal, leading them to prefer associations with peers with

disabilities over neurotypical students. In fact, students with intellectual disabilities often

struggle with limited social skills, making them more vulnerable to bullying, which can result

in decreased self-esteem and academic performance. The authors recommend promoting

respect and appreciation for these students among neurotypical peers, encouraging active
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involvement from adults in fostering inclusive environments, and implementing peer

support programs to enhance understanding and friendships. In conclusion, the study

emphasises the necessity for schools to adopt proactive strategies to combat bullying and

support the social integration of students with intellectual disabilities, ultimately aiming to

create a safer and more inclusive school culture that benefits all students and promotes

diversity and acceptance.

2. Identity-based bullying

Identity-based bullying at school refers to harassment or discrimination that targets

students based on various aspects of their identity, including but not limited to race,

ethnicity, religion, gender, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status. It also includes

disability, as discussed above. This type of bullying can take many forms, including physical

violence, verbal abuse, social exclusion, and cyberbullying.

We briefly discuss a few of the identity markers that are common targets of identity-

based bullying:

• Race and Ethnicity:

The study carried out by Galán et al. (2021) involving 3,939 participants reported a mean

age of 15.7 years (SD = 1.3). Among these learners, 36.3% identified as Black/African

American, 53.7% as assigned female at birth, 32.6% as belonging to a sexual minority group,

and 10.0% as gender diverse. The findings indicated that race/ethnicity-based experiences

of bullying were prevalent, with 9.5% (375 learners) reporting such experiences, while 5.8%

(209 learners) were identified as perpetrators of bullying. Notably, youth with multiple

stigmatised identities faced even higher rates of victimisation and perpetration. Gender-

diverse Black and Hispanic youth reported the highest rates of experiences with identity-

based bullying. The study also established a correlation between experiencing

identity-based bullying based on multiple stigmatised identities and adverse outcomes,

including delays in accessing well-care services. This underscores the significant impact

of intersecting social identities on bullying experiences and highlights the importance of

addressing these forms of victimisation within preventative and intervention strategies.

• Gender and Sexual Orientation:

LGBTQ+ students often face bullying related to their gender identity or sexual orientation.

The research carried out by Atteberry-Ash et al. (2019) reveals significant concerns

regarding the safety of LGBTQ+ youth in schools, noting that these students experience

higher risks of feeling unsafe, being bullied, and skipping school compared to their

cisgender heterosexual peers. Transgender students, irrespective of sexual orientation,
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face the greatest challenges, primarily due to societal homophobia and transphobia.

Intersectionality is emphasised, revealing that students of colour face even greater safety

challenges. The lack of inclusive anti-bullying policies and mechanisms in many school

districts perpetuates these risks, stressing the need for systemic change. Their research

shows that only 10% of school districts in the US have explicit anti-bullying policies that

include LGBTQ+ youth.

These findings by Atteberry-Ash et al. (2019) highlight the urgent need for the educational

system to implement inclusivity training for teachers and staff to adequately support

LGBTQ+ youth. They are of the opinion that teachers informed about LGBTQ+ issues are

more effective in intervening during bullying. Building relationships between students and

supportive adults, as well as between peers can enhance feelings of safety, especially

for LGBTQ+ youth. A comprehensive curriculum reflecting diverse identities is essential to

foster a safe learning environment.

• Religion

The discussion will focus on two aspects of bullying as they relate to religion. The first

is where individuals may be targeted for their religious beliefs or practices. The second is

where individuals, especially those who are viewed to have “non-conforming” gender and

sexual orientation, are harassed under the guise of religion.

• Bullied because of religious beliefs

The systematic review by Sapouna, de Amicis, and Vezzali (2023) outlines significant

findings related to bullying victimisation among religious minorities. The studies reviewed

indicate a strong correlation between visible expressions of religious identity (such as

religious coverings) and increased risk of bullying victimisation. This was particularly

relevant for Muslim and Sikh youth in the USA, Muslim and Christian youth in the UK,

Jewish youth in Australia and Muslim youth in Nordic countries (Estonia, Finland, Sweden).

Thus, the visibility of practising one’s religion becomes a target for bullying, highlighting the

challenges faced by individuals in minority religious groups. The study also revealed that

many of these bullying incidents are under-reported. This cycle of silence can perpetuate

victimisation as schools remain unaware of the issues. Learners from religious minorities

have perceived that school policies and practices may be biased against their beliefs. In

addition, in certain cases, negative or dismissive reactions from teachers can lead students

to internalise their victimisation as “normal”. Hence, the authors indicate a critical need

for teacher training and awareness. In fact, research suggests that a sense of belonging

and perceived support for cultural diversity can help reduce incidents of bullying based on

ethnicity/race. This underscores the importance of fostering an inclusive environment in

schools.
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-Bullied/harassed due to gender and sexual orientation under the guise of religion

In contrast to individuals who are bullied for their religious beliefs, individuals who do not

conform to the religious views of gender and sexual orientation can be bullied under the

guise of religion. The study conducted by Newman, et al. (2018) aimed to investigate how

religious discourse contributes to the bullying of sexual and gender minority youth (SGMY)

by examining the perspectives of service providers and educators in Toronto, Canada. It

focused on how religious beliefs and community dynamics operate within the broader

social ecology affecting SGMY. The researchers conducted semi-structured interviews with

16 key informants, including educators, service providers, and administrators who work

with SGMY. The interviews were analysed thematically to identify patterns of religiously

based bullying and potential interventions. The study found significant use of religious

language to justify bullying behaviours, such as referencing scriptural condemnations of

sexual and gender minority identities. This discourse often equates SGM identities with

immorality, creating a hostile environment for affected youth (Homophobic Religious

Discourse). Places of worship and faith-based schools perpetuated negative messages

regarding SGM identities, often leading to direct harassment or exclusion of SGMY in

these spaces (Religious Settings’ Influence). Victims of religiously based bullying exhibited

higher levels of internalised homophobia and experienced rejection not only from peers but

also from family and religious community members, leading to heightened emotional and

psychological distress (Impact on SGMY). The study discusses “sexual orientation change

efforts” (SOCE), where religious families and institutions pressure SGMY to change their

sexual orientation, further entrenching feelings of guilt and alienation (Conversion Therapy

and SOCE). The authors suggest that interventions should occur at multiple levels of the

social ecology, including:

• Engaging religious institutions in discussions about acceptance and integration of

SGM identities to counteract harmful narratives;

• Providing tools and strategies for educators and service providers to recognise and

effectively respond to religiously based bullying; and

• Establishing safe spaces within churches and community organisations for SGMY to

affirm their identities without fear of discrimination.

• Socioeconomic status

Typically, it is assumed that learners from lower-income families may experience bullying

related to their economic situation. The meta-analysis undertaken by Tippett and Wolke

(2014) investigates the relationship between socioeconomic status (SES) and bullying roles

(victims, bullies, and bully-victims) in response to increasing public health concerns about

the impact of bullying on children’s health and well-being. The study includes findings from

28 studies demonstrating that, while there are associations between SES and bullying,

these relationships are weak. Victims of bullying are more likely to come from low SES
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backgrounds. Conversely, children from high SES backgrounds show a negative relationship

with victimisation. The findings reveal that bullying perpetration has a weak connection to

SES. Children from low SES backgrounds show a slight association with bullying others,

while those from high SES show less likelihood to be bullies. Bully-victims (those who

are both victims and bullies) are also more likely to come from low SES backgrounds,

but no significant relationship exists with high SES. In conclusion, the analysis concludes

SES plays a significant, albeit weak, role in predicting bullying behaviour and victimisation

among children. Specifically, low SES is associated with increased risk of being victimised

or being a bully-victim. The association between SES and bullying perpetration is minimal,

suggesting that bullying behaviours are not limited to specific socioeconomic groups. The

findings suggest that interventions to combat bullying should not be exclusively focused on

low SES children. Instead, efforts should target all children, as bullying is pervasive across

different socioeconomic backgrounds.

d. Microaggression

Because of the perceived subtlety of microaggression, it may not always be viewed as

bullying, but it may be even more pervasive, hence the need for separate sections.

The term “microaggression” was first introduced by psychiatrist Dr. Chester M. Pierce in

the 1970s to describe the verbal and non-verbal insults experienced by African Americans

(Pierce, 1970). Since then, the concept has broadened to encompass a wide array of

interactions that reflect and perpetuate societal prejudices based on various aspects of

identity, such as race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, disability, and socioeconomic

status.

Microaggression is characterised as “subtle, stunning, often automatic, and non-verbal

exchanges which are “put-downs” of people from minority and marginalised statuses

(Pierce et al., 1977). Microaggressions are examples of subtle, verbal, behavioural, or

environmental offences, intentional or not, directed at individuals from marginalised groups

or underrepresented groups (Sue et al., 2007). These groups include those defined by

gender, race/ethnicity, sexuality, and socioeconomic status.

Microaggressions are distinctive in their subtlety; unlike overt acts of racism or sexism,

they often manifest in daily interactions and may be perceived as innocent or even benign

by those delivering them. However, the cumulative effect of these microaggressions can

cause significant emotional distress for individuals who experience them. Research has

shown that microaggressions can lead to adverse psychological outcomes, including

increased levels of anxiety, depression, and stress among marginalised individuals (Sue et

al., 2007; Nadal, 2011). These experiences can erode self-esteem and contribute to feelings

of alienation or marginalisation in both social and professional settings.
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Types of Microaggressions

To better understand microaggressions, it is helpful to categorise them into three main

types: microassaults, microinsults, and microinvalidations. Each type differs in intention

and expression, but collectively contributes to the perpetuation of systemic biases.

1. Microassaults

Microassaults are explicit and intentional discriminatory acts that are often overt and

aimed at inflicting emotional harm on another individual based on their identity. Unlike

microinsults or microinvalidations, microassaults are consciously executed, reflecting a

clear intent to demean or belittle. This type of microaggression can take many forms,

including racist imagery, derogatory slurs, or outright refusal of service based on an

individual’s race or ethnicity (Sue et al., 2007).

Microassaults include concrete actions such as displaying racist symbols (e.g., a

swastika) in public, using racial slurs toward individuals of color, purposefully avoiding

someone based on their identity, mocking accents or language disabilities, and making any

theme discriminatory jokes. For instance, a white person using a racial slur to refer to a

black individual or a business owner refusing service to a Muslim person due to their attire

are clear manifestations of microassaults (Sue et al., 2007; McAndrews et al. 2017).

Unlike microinvalidations and microinsults (discussed below), microassaults are often

conscious acts. According to researchers, racial microassaults are small-scale attacks

directed at persons of marginalised or minority groups. While some microaggressions (e.g.

micro-assaults) can fit the common definition of bullying, microaggressions can also be

unintentional, do not always involve repeated interactions between specific individuals, and

the power imbalance often reflects broader structures of oppression rather than individual

power based on size, strength, or popularity (Walton & Niblett, 2013). As seen, although

microassaults are categorised as “micro,” they are not so “micro” in terms of intentionality

and obviousness (McAndrews et al. 2017).

2. Microinsults

Microinsults involve comments or actions that unintentionally convey rudeness or

insensitivity toward an individual’s identity. These statements often stem from ingrained

stereotypes and can undermine a person’s self-worth by implying that they are lesser

in some way. Microinsults may occur in the form of seemingly complimentary remarks

that carry an underlying message of inferiority. Microinsults are generally unconscious

behavioural or verbal slights that demean one’s heritage, racial identity, ethnicity, gender,

sexual orientation, etc. (Sue et al., 2007, Minikel-Lacocque, 2013).

For example, telling an African woman, “You’re so articulate for someone from your

background,” may be intended as a compliment but reinforces stereotypes about linguistic
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abilities based on ethnicity (Nadal, 2011). In the classroom, the following are regarded as

microinsults (Kickboard, 2018):

• A learner’s academic potential is judged based on their racial background.

• A parent’s commitment to their child’s education is presumed based on their

appearance, manner of speaking, or place of residence.

• Learners of colour are often denied the same opportunities as their white

counterparts.

• A black or brown learner is often unfairly perceived as threatening or aggressive.

Such microinsults can accumulate over time, leading to feelings of inadequacy and self-

doubt among those targeted, particularly in professional environments.

3. Microinvalidations

Microinvalidations occur when comments or behaviours negate or dismiss the experiences,

thoughts, or feelings of marginalised individuals. These statements often convey disbelief

in the individual’s lived experiences, significantly contributing to feelings of alienation and

frustration. Microinvalidations are particularly damaging because they can make the

individual feel invisible or unworthy of recognition.

An example of microinvalidation would be a white individual telling a black person, “I don’t

see colour. We are all just people,” which dismisses the unique challenges and experiences

rooted in racial identities and minimises the impact of systemic racism (Sue et al., 2007).

This type of microaggression can be especially prevalent in discussions about race and

identity, where the lived realities of marginalised groups may be glossed over or overlooked

entirely.

Microinvalidations are often unconscious verbal or behavioural actions that exclude or

neutralise thoughts, emotions, or knowledge of people of marginalised or minority groups

(Sue et al., 2007; Minikel-Lacocque, 2013). For example, if you accuse someone of

overreacting when they are simply responding to someone making racist statements, that

dismisses the seriousness of the situation.

Microaggressions represent a significant yet often overlooked form of discrimination

that can adversely affect the mental health and well-being of individuals from marginalised

backgrounds. By understanding and addressing the different types of microaggressions

— microassaults, microinsults, and microinvalidations — society can foster more inclusive

and equitable environments. Recognising and addressing microaggressions, therefore, is

crucial for dismantling systemic oppression and creating spaces where all individuals feel

valued and acknowledged.

Recognising microaggressions and the messages they send

Before you can respond to a microaggression, it is necessary to recognise that one has
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occurred. The following examples are adapted from the University of California, Office of

the President published in 2015 (Center for Educational Effectiveness [CEE], 2018).

Table 1: Recognising microaggressions and the messages they send

Microaggressions Examples Messages

Ascribing intelligence.
Evaluates someone’s

intelligence or aptitudes
based on their race and

gender.

(To a woman of colour): “I would never have
guessed you were a scientist!” Or “How did

you get so good at maths?”

People of colour and/
or women are not as
intelligent and adept
at maths and science
as white people, and

men.

Assumption of criminality/
danger. Presumes a

person of colour to be
dangerous, deviant or

criminal because of their
race.

A white person crosses the street to avoid a
person of colour, or a professor asks a young

person of colour in an academic building if
they are lost, insinuating they may be trying

to break in.

People of colour don’t
belong here, they are

dangerous.

“Othering” cultural values
and communication styles.

Indicates that dominant
values and communication

styles are “normal” or
ideal.

Structuring grading practices in such a way
that only verbal participation is rewarded,
failing to recognise cultural differences in

communication styles, and varying levels of
comfort with English verbal communication.

Conform and/or
assimilate to the
dominant culture.

Second-class citizens.
Awards differential

treatment.

Calling on male learners more frequently
than female learners; mistaking a learner of

colour for a service worker.

Men’s ideas are more
important; people of

colour are destined to
be servants.

Gender/sexuality exclusive
language. Excludes

women and the LGBTQ+
community.

Forms that only offer male/female choice for
gender; use of the pronoun “he” to refer to all

people.

There are only two
acceptable genders;
men are normative

and women are
derivative.

What is the prevalence of bullying across different settings and contexts?

Bullying remains a pressing issue with significant global implications. Understanding its

prevalence is crucial for developing effective prevention and intervention strategies. Current

research provides a comprehensive overview of bullying rates, highlighting significant

trends and variations.

a. Global prevalence and trends of bullying

According to the 2019 UNESCO Report, a significant issue regarding school violence and

bullying indicates that nearly one-third of school-aged children and adolescents experience

bullying (UNESCO, 2019). In 2020, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)

reported that 20% of youth experienced bullying in school, with 14% of adolescents facing

bullying weekly. Additionally, 33% of middle school students experienced cyberbullying
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at least once a week. Research indicates that bullying affects a substantial portion of

adolescents worldwide. According to data from over 279,000 youth in 44 countries and

regions, the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) report (Cosma, Molcho

Pickett, 2024) provides the following key insights:

• Bullying other students: On average, 6% of adolescents report bullying other students

at school. Boys are more likely (8%) than girls (5%) to engage in this behaviour.

• Experiencing bullying at school: Approximately 11% of adolescents report being

bullied at school, with no significant gender differences.

• Cyberbullying others: About 12% of adolescents, or 1 in 8, report cyberbullying others.

Boys (14%) are more likely than girls (9%) to engage in cyberbullying, reflecting an

increase from 2018 (boys up from 11% and girls from 7%).

• Experiencing cyberbullying: Around 15% of adolescents report having been victims of

cyberbullying, with rates similar between boys (15%) and girls (16%). This represents

an increase from 2018, with boys rising from 12% to 15% and girls from 13% to 16%.

• Physical fighting: About 10% of adolescents have been involved in physical

altercations, with a clear gender disparity: 14% of boys versus 6% of girls.

b. Variability in prevalence rates

Survey prevalence rates of bullying can vary significantly due to several factors, including

the definitions used, the frequency of bullying considered, and the time periods

investigated. Smith (2016) notes that variations in definitions—such as whether they include

cyberbullying or different forms of bullying—and differences in how frequently bullying is

reported (e.g. once a month versus once a year) can affect prevalence rates. Additionally,

the timing of questionnaire administration (e.g. at the start or end of the academic year)

can impact reported rates, making cross-study comparisons challenging.

c. Prevalence regarding types of bullying

The prevalence of different types of bullying also shows significant variation. The results

of the Global School-based Student Health Survey between 2003 and 2015 in 65 countries

revealed that the most common type of bullying was verbal (66.36%), followed by physical

(24.02%), and the least common type was neglect (9.62%). Geographically, verbal bullying

was highest in the Americas (71.09%) and lowest in Africa (61.75%); neglect was highest

in South East Asia (11.10%) and lowest in the Eastern Mediterranean (7.11%); physical

bullying was highest in Africa (28.98%) and lowest in the Americas (18.84%) (Man, Liu, &

Xue, 2022, p.7). Smith et al. (2016) aslo reported that cyberbullying is an emerging concern,

with 15% to 20% of adolescents reporting involvement.

Understanding the prevalence of bullying, along with the factors influencing these rates,
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is essential for designing effective prevention and intervention strategies. Efforts must

continue to address the varying types of bullying and adapt approaches based on regional

and temporal differences to effectively reduce the impact of bullying on adolescents.

Let us pause and reflect

Which type of bullying do you think is experienced more frequently in your school/city/

country?

What are the “roles” of those involved in a situation where bullying occurs?

As earlier discussion demonstrates, the concept of bullying is difficult to define. Similarly,

ascribing names or terms to the role players in the situation where bullying occurs is not

simple either. The choice of language is crucial, as it can profoundly influence the dynamics

of the bullying process, just as it does in many psychological contexts. It is essential to

avoid language that either glorifies or excessively vilifies the individual engaging in bullying,

as well as terms that diminish the agency of the person experiencing bullying, rendering

them a passive victim. This section explores the diverse experiences of those involved in

bullying, acknowledging that the terminology used is not exhaustive.

Numerous studies on bullying have typically categorised children into three groups:

aggressors, aggrieved, and aggressor-aggrieved. Additionally, other roles include

bystanders, defenders, assisters, and reinforcers.

Aggressor (bully, perpetrator, who starts bullying)

Perpetrators or bullies intentionally harm or cause suffering in others without facing

retaliation (Menabo et al., 2024). While these individuals are generally viewed as disliked

and aggressive, a significant portion is also perceived as popular, powerful, possessing

leadership qualities, and having various competencies and advantages. The reason for

this difference in perception is social power. Bullies who are socially more powerful are

perceived more positively by their peers (Vaillancourt et al., 2003). Rettew and Pawlowski

(2022) referred to these groups, which differ in terms of social power, as ‘alpha bullies’

and ‘delta bullies.’ Alpha bullies are described as a socially powerful group with fewer

pathologies, whereas delta bullies are characterised by weaker social skills and a higher

likelihood of cognitive and behavioural issues. Considering this distinction when assessing

bullying behaviour is crucial to developing accurate and effective intervention strategies.

However, a typical bully generally struggles with resolving conflicts and faces academic
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difficulties. Such individuals often hold negative attitudes and beliefs about others, come

from families marked by conflict and poor parenting, view school unfavourably, and are

negatively influenced by their peers (Cook et al., 2010). In addition to the bully’s social

power, the level of hostility is also a notably variable in the bullying process. The bully’s

hostility increases the emotional harm inflicted on the victim (Carrera-Fernández et al.,

2018).

The Aggrieved (victim, target, bullied)

Victims are those who suffer attacks repeatedly over an extended period. They are typically

characterised as being defenceless (Menabo et al, 2024). Anyone can become a target of

bullying, even when they have not done anything to provoke it or make a mistake. Often,

it only takes being in the wrong place at the wrong time (Sticks and Stones, n.d.). The

ones who lack social skills, think negative thoughts, experience difficulties in solving social

problems, and come from disadvantaged families, schools, and community environments

are risky groups for bully victimisation (Cook et al., 2010). Bullies are often driven by

the vulnerable and distressed reactions of their intended victims, which gives them a

sense of power and control. Children who are hyper-sensitive, cautious, anxious, passive,

or submissive —and lack determination, assertiveness, or decisiveness— are more likely to

be singled out than other children. Those who respond to bullying with vulnerability and

distress are often subjected to repetitive aggression. What differentiates children who are

not victimised from those who are is not their physical strength, but rather their capacity

to either stand up to or distance themselves from the bully’s aggressive behaviour (Sticks

and Stones, n.d.). Victims may not always recognise that they are being bullied, and even if

they do, they might not seek help. Therefore, it is essential to observe and identify signs of

bullying. Here are some warning signs to detect bullying victimisation (UNICEF, n.d.):

1. Unexplained physical marks, such as bruises, scratches, broken bones, or

healing wounds,

2. Fear of going to school or participating in school events,

3. Signs of anxiety, nervousness, or heightened vigilance,

4. Having few or no friends at school or outside of school,

5. Suddenly losing friends or avoiding social situations,

6. Personal belongings such as money, clothing, or electronics being lost or

destroyed,

7. Declining academic performance,

8. Frequent absenteeism or calling from school asking to go home,

9. Trying to stay close to adults at all times,

10. Difficulty sleeping, including experiencing nightmares,

11. Complaining of headaches, stomach aches, or other physical ailments,

12. Regularly appearing distressed after spending time online or on their phone
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without a clear reason,

13. Becoming unusually secretive, especially regarding online activities,

14. Displaying aggression or having frequent angry outbursts.

However, observation alone is insufficient; prevention plans should also include raising

awareness of threatening cues because research shows that bullies-victims are more

aware of threatening cues like eye movements; in contrast, victims tend to avoid them by

gaze (Menabo et al.2024).

The Aggressor-aggrieved (bully-victims)

A distinct group from the bully and the victim is the bully-victim who both perpetrates

bullying and is a victim of bullying. While the exact cause of bullying-victimisation in

certain learners remains unclear, prior research has indicated that characteristics such

as diminished empathy, restricted prosocial conduct, weak familial ties, or issues with

controlling their anger could contribute to their profile (Menabo et al, 2024). The typical

bullies-victims (someone who bullies and is bullied) have negative attitudes and beliefs

about himself or herself and others. They have trouble with social interaction, do not have

effective social problem-solving skills, have low academic achievement, and are not only

rejected and isolated by peers but also negatively influenced by the peers with whom they

interact (Cook et al., 2010). In comparison to the other groups, bully-victims are the most

despised and are more prone to self-harm and experience higher levels of depression

(Menabo et al, 2024). Bullies-victims constitute the most aggressive group among those

involved in bullying roles (Salmivalli & Nieminen, 2002). Due to their aggression, they receive

less support from teachers and peers compared to pure bullies and pure victims (Shao et

al., 2014).

The Bystander (uninvolved)

School bullying is a collective issue involving not only the bullies and victims but also a

significant number of witnesses who observe the bullying behaviour. There are four distinct

bystander roles: assistant, reinforcer, outsider, defender (Salmivalli et al., 1996). Bystanders

aren’t passive actors; in contrast, they are critical actors in deterring the demoralising and

damaging impacts of bullying (Padgett and Notar, 2013). Also, even if they witness it once,

bystanders (especially those who have previously been in the victim role) may experience

depression, anxiety, substance use, and somatic symptoms related to bullying. (Rivers et

al., 2009; Mishna & Van Wert et al., 2014).

Supporter of Aggressor (pro-bully/ assistant, reinforcer)

The assistant and reinforcer roles are described as being pro-bullying. The main and typical
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behaviour of these roles is supporting the aggressor. The role of the supporter of the

aggressor or the pro-bully is composed of individuals who actively support the bully through

either aggressive behaviour or laughter and jeering that encourages the bully (Menabo et al,

2024). Assistants do not initiate bullying; they join it after someone else does (Salmivalli,

2010). Reinforcers are present in the bullying case, as are other bystanders. However, they

may display varied behaviours, which can be active or passive. They may be witnesses (not

responding or acting regarding bullying) or support the bully. They also may be more active

bystanders. Furthermore, they could laugh or actively encourage the bully, reinforcing the

bully’s aggressive behaviours. The nuance between assistant and reinforcer roles is that

reinforcers do not actively join the bullying (Monks & O’Toole, 2020).

Supporter of aggrieved (defender)

In sharp contrast, the defender (as a supporter of the aggrieved) actively stands up for

the victim by encouraging them to tell an adult, protecting, supporting and (Menabo et

al, 2024; Reinjtjes et al., 2016). Beyond these, defenders may also intervene in bullying,

which could directly stop it (Reinjtjes et al., 2016). Defenders’ interventions can stop 60%

of ongoing bullying within 10 seconds, and the victims whom defenders support have less

psychological maladjustments and negative outcomes (Hawkins et al., 2001; Ma & Chen,

2019). Thus, it is clear that adding defenders to prevention and intervention plans is critical

for effectively addressing bullying. While Pozzoli and Gini (2010) state that defending a

victim can be risky because the defender may confront a powerful bully and their supporter,

recent research suggests that defending was not significantly associated with future

victimisation, suggesting that it is not generally a risk factor for victimisation (Malamut

et al., 2023). As seen, defenders play an influential role in preventing bullying. Therefore,

equipping them with the necessary skills and supporting them in potentially risky situations

(even if the likelihood is low) is crucial for preventing bullying.

Theories related to bullying

Examining theoretical frameworks that shed light on the fundamental causes and

contributing elements of bullying is necessary to comprehend and address it. Some of

these theories are briefly summarised below.

a. Social learning theory

According to Albert Bandura (1973, 1983), bullying behaviour is learned through imitation

and observation. According to this theory, people who see that aggressive behaviours are

rewarded or ignored are more inclined to bully others. This idea highlights how violent

behaviour is shaped by role models such as parents, friends, and celebrities (athletes,

singers, actors, social media influencers, etc.). According to Bandura’s research, children
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who saw aggressive behaviours were more inclined to imitate these behaviours. To better

understand Social Learning Theory, you can watch the video of Bandura’s Bobo Doll

experiment.

b. Frustration and aggression theory

Frustration and aggression theory, first proposed by Dollard et al. (1939) and later

developed by Berkowitz (1989, 1993), suggests that bullying and other forms of aggression

are caused by frustration. It implies that people may react angrily out of dissatisfaction

when they don’t succeed in achieving their aims. This theory defines bullying as a way

of expressing anger or regaining power and explains reactive aggression as a reaction to

perceived dangers or obstacles.

c. Social dominance theory

According to the social dominance theory, bullying is a tactic used to create and uphold

social hierarchies. Aggression is a tactic used by people to establish dominance and a

better standing in social organisations. This idea contributes to the explanation of why

bullying frequently entails an imbalance of power, with bullies wanting to maintain their

social standing and influence over their victims. It draws attention to how social structures

support and encourage bullying behaviour (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Furthermore, there

is a personality trait known as social dominance orientation (SDO) represents a person’s

“degree of preference for inequality among social groups” (Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, &

Malle, Citation1994, p. 741).

d. Ecological systems theory

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory provides a comprehensive framework

for understanding bullying by accounting for multiple levels of influence. This concept

examines the ways in which a person’s behavior is influenced by a variety of contexts,

such as their family, peers, school, community, culture, and media. The importance of the

broader social environment in shaping bullying behaviors and responses is emphasised

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Espelage & Swearer, 2003).

e. Developmental psychopathology

This approach focuses on the interactions between environmental factors, developmental

pathways, and risk factors that shape bullying behavior. The analysis considers the ways

in which early experiences, personality traits, and contextual factors interact to shape

bullying throughout time. Volk et al. (2012) claim that developmental psychopathology
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sheds light on the ways in which individual and environmental factors interact to shape

bullying behavior and its outcomes.

f. Attachment theory

According to John Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969), early relationships with caregivers

have an impact on bullying and other subsequent social behaviors. Strong attachment

relationships are the foundation of constructive social interactions, yet insecure

attachments can feed aggressive or bullying behavior. This idea emphasizes how early

relational experiences shape emotional and behavioral reactions (Bowlby, 1969; Mikulincer

& Shaver, 2007).

g. Self-control theory

The self-control theory of Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) states that a lack of self-control

is a major contributing factor to violent behavior, which includes bullying. Individuals who

struggle with emotional regulation and behavioral self-control are more likely to act

impulsively and violently. The theory states that self-control exercises are essential for

putting an end to bullying and other antisocial behavior.

These theories, along with relevant research, provide a thorough knowledge of the

intricate dynamics and underlying aspects of bullying. They offer insightful information that

can be used to create interventions and preventative measures that effectively address and

stop bullying behavior.

Motivating, risk, and protective factors of bullying

Motivating factors

Understanding the differences between instrumental and reactive aggression is crucial to

comprehending the motivating factors. Responding to a threat with harm is the goal of

reactive aggression, which is motivated by resentment and frustration (Berkowitz, 1989,

1993; Dollard et al., 1939). By contrast, instrumental aggression is associated with joy and

excitement and is a planned activity to attain certain aims (Bandura, 1973, 1983). Gradinger,

Strohmeier, and Spiel (2009) found that combined bully-victims (traditional and cyber)

bullies displayed the highest levels of both reactive and instrumental aggression compared

to traditional bullies, cyberbullies, and non-bullies. A subsequent study (Gradinger,

Strohmeier, & Spiel, 2012) showed that cyberbullies are primarily driven by power and

enjoyment, traditional bullies by anger, and combination bullies by a mix of anger, power,

affiliation, and fun.

According to Roland and Idsoe (2001), aggressors have two main goals: power and

affiliation. Students often resort to violence to gain control or form favourable relationships.
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Bullying motivations also vary by age. For instance, among eighth graders, bullying is

associated with power and affiliation but not anger, whereas fifth graders show connections

with power, affiliation, and anger. Gender differences reveal that girls’ bullying is more linked

to affiliation and boys’ to power.

Fluck (2017) investigated the causes of bullying and found that one of the five causes

(power, revenge, sadism, ideology, and instrumental) was not confirmed (instrumental), but

the other four were confirmed. In addition, the qualitative data of the study revealed new

reasons (peer pressure and self-control). The seven reasons mentioned in Fluck’s research

are:

Power: Many bullies are driven by a desire for power and dominance over others. This

can manifest in various ways, such as controlling or intimidating peers to assert their

superiority.

Revenge: Some individuals resort to bullying as a form of retaliation for perceived wrongs

or injustices they have experienced. This response is often driven by a deep sense of hurt,

betrayal, or frustration, leading them to target those they believe have wronged them in

some way.

Sadism: In some cases, bullies may derive pleasure from inflicting pain or suffering

on others. This sadistic motivation is linked to a lack of empathy and a tendency to

dehumanise victims.

Ideology: Bullying can be motivated by ideological beliefs, such as racism, xenophobia,

sexism, or homophobia. Bullies may target individuals who they perceive as different or

inferior based on these beliefs.

Instrumental: Bullying can be used as a means to achieve certain goals, such as gaining

social status, securing resources, or influencing group dynamics.

Peer Pressure: The desire to fit in with a certain peer group can motivate individuals to

engage in bullying behaviour, especially if the group values or rewards such actions.

Lack of Self-Control: Some bullies may have poor impulse control and act out

aggressively without considering the consequences of their actions.

Bullies often cite retaliation as a key motivation, while victims report power and sadism.

Understanding these motivations is crucial for developing effective interventions to address

and prevent bullying behaviour.

What is the relation between empathy and aggression?
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Zych, Ttofi, and Farrington (2017) found that bullies generally lack empathy and exhibit

callous-unemotional traits, correlating with repeated bullying. Bullied individuals showed low

empathy, while defenders exhibited higher empathy levels.

1. Lack of empathy in bullies: Bullies typically have low levels of both cognitive and

affective empathy. This means they struggle to understand others’ perspectives and

do not feel concern for their victims’ distress. This lack of empathy allows bullies to

inflict harm without feeling guilt or remorse.

2. Callous-unemotional traits: Bullies often display traits such as a lack of guilt, shallow

emotions, and insensitivity to others’ feelings. These traits are associated with

persistent and severe bullying behaviour.

3. Empathy in victims: Victims of bullying often have lower empathy scores compared to

non-victims. This could be due to the emotional toll of being bullied, which can impair

their ability to relate to others emotionally.

4. Empathy in defenders: Individuals who stand up against bullying, known as defenders,

generally possess higher levels of empathy. Their ability to understand and share the

feelings of others drives them to intervene and support victims.

To sum up: The relationship between empathy and aggression highlights the importance of

fostering empathetic skills in children to prevent bullying and promote prosocial behaviour.

Risk factors

Several risk factors increase the likelihood of an individual engaging in or becoming a victim

of bullying and aggression. Here are some of the risk factors:

Individual factors: Traits such as low self-esteem, self-efficacy, aggression, and lack of

empathy can make one more likely to bully or be bullied (i.e. Bandura et al., 2003; Donnellan

et al., 2005; Jollife & Farrington, 2006; Salmivalli, 2001).

Family factors: A lack of parental supervision, harsh or inconsistent discipline, and

exposure to family conflict can contribute to bullying behaviour (i.e. Bowes et al., 2009;

Espelage & Swearer, 2003; Stavrinides et al., 2015).

School factors: Schools with weak anti-bullying policies and mechanisms, lack of

supervision, location of school, and a negative school climate are environments where

bullying is more likely to occur (i.e. Bowes et al., 2009; Payne & Gottfredson, 2004).

Peer factors: Peer pressure, association with delinquent peers, and social isolation can

increase the risk of bullying (i.e. Bowes et al., 2009; Salmivalli, 2010).

Neighbourhood factors: Neighborhood safety, neighborhood structural disadvantage,

and residental instability can increase the risk of bullying (i.e. Choi et al., 2021; Foster &

Brooks-Gunn, 2012)
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Protective factors

Protective factors can help mitigate the risk of bullying and bullying victimization and their

effects. Here are some of the protective factors:

Strong social support: Positive relationships with family, peers, friends, and teachers can

provide emotional support and reduce the likelihood of bullying (i.e. Espelage & Swearer,

2003; Mishna et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2009).

Effective school policies: Schools that implement comprehensive and regular anti-

bullying programs and mechanisms and foster a positive school climate can reduce

bullying incidents (i.e. Hall, 2017).

Emotional and social skills: Fostering empathy and assertiveness in and with children,

and teaching conflict resolution strategies can protect against bullying behaviour and

victimisation (i.e. Ttofi et al., 2014).

Parental involvement: Active parental engagement in a child’s life, including monitoring

activities and promoting open communication, can serve as a buffer against bullying (i.e.

Simmons-Morton et al., 2004; Wienke et al., 2009).

Whom to who?

Schools in many ways are just like all other types of organisations. As long as there are

humans in an organisation, its operation will rely on relationships. The dynamics of these

relationships can lead to individuals or groups feeling bullied at times.

When we think of school violence or bullying, we tend to think of it as something which

happens between individual learners or individuals and groups. Whilst learners are the

main group, they are not the only members of the school community who can experience

bullying. Adult bullying occurs in schools as it does in other workplaces: teachers can

feel bullied by leadership and vice versa (Fahie, 2014), parents can feel mum/dad-shamed

by other parents at the school gate, and it is not uncommon for individuals or groups of

parents to make a teacher feel bullied. In fact, it is notable that since the Covid pandemic

this particular type of bullying is more spoken of within the teaching community. The

lack of face-to-face contact between parents and teachers during the pandemic led to all

communication happening online. Parents just like everyone else can feel a little braver

in online communication: for example, it is a lot easier and quicker to press send on an

abusive email than it is to arrange a meeting with a teacher and to say those same things

directly to them.

This is not to say that teachers do not engage in this type of behaviour themselves.

Depending on the culture of the school you work in, you may find yourself feeling bullied by

a colleague, being ostracised in the staffroom or feeling harassed by school leadership.

Learners can often feel as though the teacher does not like them or is picking on them.

They may feel as though they are always in trouble and can do nothing right. As teachers,

we are human and just like our learners we will not like everyone we interact with on a
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daily basis. This may include some of the learners we work with. We have a professional

responsibility to ensure that learners never pick up on this. We must ensure that learners

feel valued and heard in our classrooms. Unfortunately, it does happen that some teachers

cannot maintain their professionalism and bully particular learners. If you notice this in

yourself or a colleague, you have a moral and professional obligation to raise it with school

leadership.

An increasing trend in secondary and higher education is learner/teacher bullying, which

is not as common in primary level education. Such bullying can include cyberbullying as

well as traditional bullying. Learner/teacher bullying is most commonly trolling, creation

of false profiles/accounts and posting of fake images. A recent study conducted by the

Association of Secondary Teachers in Ireland found that 18% of respondents to their survey

had experienced some form of cyberbullying from students or parents (RedC ASTI 2024 ).

Bullying behaviour has negative effects on all those at whom it is aimed. No group within

a school community experiences bullying behaviour and remains unscathed. Learners

however lack the life experience, resilience and understanding of bullying that adults have

and are therefore more greatly affected.

What are the effects of bullying?

Bullying remains a significant issue that impacts both individuals and societies. Studies

conducted in the twenty-first century have shown that bullying has a variety of negative

consequences on the physical, psychosocial, and academic domains.

Physical consequences

Bullying can have immediate negative effects on one’s physical health, like physical harm,

or it can have long-term consequences, like headaches, disturbed sleep, or somatisation.

But it can be challenging to pinpoint the physical after-effects of bullying in the long run

and connect them to previous bullying conduct as opposed to other factors like anxiety or

other traumatic childhood experiences, which can also have long-term physical effects that

persist into adulthood (i.e. Hager and Leadbeater, 2016).

Psychosocial consequences

The psychosocial ramifications of bullying are extensive and multifaceted. People who are

bullied may experience internalising and externalising problems. Anxiety, dread, depression,

self harming, and social disengagement are examples of internalizing symptoms (i.e.,

Juvonen and Graham, 2014; Vaillancourt et al., 2013). Anger, violence, conduct issues,

including a propensity for dangerous and impulsive behavior as well as criminal activity, are

examples of externalising behavior (i.e., Patchin et al., 2006). Substance use and abuse are

examples of externalising difficulties. Bullying has been linked to long-term psychological
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suffering, such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and chronic anxiety (i.e. Nielsen et

al., 2015). Bullying has an impact on social interactions and behaviour as well. Friendship

formation and maintenance can be difficult for victims, which can worsen feelings of

loneliness and isolation. According to research by Hawley and Williford (2015), social

dominance is important in the dynamics of bullying since it causes problems for both

bullies and victims in their interactions with peers.

“Sticks and stones will break my bones, but words can never hurt me.”Do you think that’s the

case in reality?

Recent studies underscore that verbal bullying has the highest prevalence and the most

substantial detrimental impact on adolescent mental health. Research by Man, Liu, and Xue

(2022) using data from the global school-based student health survey conducted between

2002 and 2015, reveals two key findings. Firstly, verbal bullying is the most common form of

bullying, and its frequency has a significant and negative impact on adolescent mental

health. The study found that the more often adolescents experienced peer ridicule or name-

calling, the worse their mental health outcomes were. Secondly, from the perspective of

social identity theory, this highly discriminatory ridicule results in poor mental health

outcomes, particularly for adolescents with strong social identities. This discrimination

increases their psychological distress and contributes to the severity of their mental health

issues.

Aademic consequences

Bullying has an effect on kids’ academic performance and participation as well as beyond

the classroom. Bullying victims experience lower academic accomplishment, as evidenced

by an increasing body of research, regardless of how grades or test scores are calculated.

Children who experience bullying are more likely to experience poor academic attainment

(Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010) and higher absenteeism (Juvonen et al., 2000), according

to cross-sectional study. According to multiple short-term (one academic year) longitudinal

studies, academic problems do not predict being the target of bullying, but rather being the

victim of bullying predicts academic problems (Schwartz et al., 2005). Speaking about the

negative consequences of bullying that are limited to the victim would be inadequate. This

is because bullying has negative consequences on the victims as well as the bullies, the

bully-victims, and the bystanders. The table below shows the negative consequences of

bullying on all students in different bullying roles as reported in different studies (Rivara et

al., 2016; Vanderbilt & Augustyne, 2010).
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Table 2. Negative effects of bullying for different bullying roles

Victim Bully Bully-victim Bystander

*Absenteeism

*Abusive relationships
*Aggression
*Anger
*Anxiety
*Conduct problems
*Delinquency
*Depression
*Fear
*Isolation, loneliness, and

withdrawal from social
contact

*Lower social status
*Maladjustment
*Mental health problems
*Peer victimisation
*Physical health

problems (i.e. headache,
sleep problems,
somatisation)

*Physical injury
*Poor academic

performance
*Poor self-esteem and

self-efficacy
*Self-harming behaviour
*Social deficits
*Substance abuse
*Suicidal thoughts
*Truancy
*…

*Higher rates of
depression and
psychological

distress

*Higher risk of
criminal behavior,
weapon carrying,
fighting

*Higher risk of
dropping out of
school

*Higher risk of
substance use

*Mental health
problems

*Negative attitudes
towards school

*Psychosomatic
problems

*…

* Anger

*Aggression
*Conduct problems
*Depression
*Loneliness
*Mental health problems
*Negative attitudes

towards school
*Negative perception of

self and others
*Peer relationship

problems
*Physical health

problems (i.e. headache,
sleep problems,
somatisation)

*Physical injury
*Poor academic

performance
*Poor social skills
*Psychosocial

maladjustment
*Self-harming behaviour
*Substance abuse
*Suicidal thoughts
*…

*Anxiety

*Helplessness
*Insecurity
*Interperso

nal sensitivity
*Mental

health
problems

*Substance
use

*Suicidal
thoughts

*…

The effects of bullying on people in different roles are presented in detail in the table

above. We see that some of the same negative effects are experiened by different bullying

“roles” (See the colour-code across the columns). For example, physical health problems,

substance use/abuse, and suicidal thoughts are experienced by three of the four groups.

Another victim group related to bullying is poly-victims. Poly-victims are one subgroup of

school-age children who might be more vulnerable to the negative immediate and long-term

effects of bullying victimisation. According to Finkelhor et al. (2007), poly-victims are those

who exhibit high levels of traumatic symptomatology and are exposed to the following: (1)

violent and property crimes (such as theft, burglary, assault, and sexual assault); (2) child

welfare violations (such as child abuse and family abduction); (3) the violence of warfare

and civil disturbances; and (4) being the targets of bullying behavior.

Compared to youth who did not meet the criteria for poly-victimisation, youth who were

poly-victims were more likely to meet criteria for psychiatric disorders, such as being up to

five times more likely to use drugs or alcohol, two times more likely to report depressive
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symptoms, three times more likely to report post-traumatic stress disorder, and up to eight

times more likely to have comorbid disorders (Finkelhor et al., 2005; Ford et al., 2010).

Understanding the comprehensive effects of bullying is crucial for developing effective

interventions. Addressing bullying requires a multifaceted approach that includes

improving mental health support for victims, fostering positive social relationships, and

enhancing academic support systems. It also involves creating a school environment that

actively prevents bullying and supports affected individuals.

By recognising the broad impacts of bullying on psychological well-being, social

interactions, and academic performance, educators, parents, and policymakers can work

together to implement strategies that reduce bullying and mitigate its adverse effects.

Mechanisms of change: How can we address and prevent bullying in our
schools?

In this section, we discuss the need for collaboration and a common understanding in

addressing and preventing bullying in our schools. This common understanding is found in

policies that guide schools on the procedures to be followed in addressing and preventing

bullying at school. In turn, schools need to ensure that all teachers and learners are fully

aware of their role in addressing and preventing bullying at an individual level.

Mechanisms of change – Policy level

As discussed above, bullying will not end if it remains a situation that should be solved

between the bully and the bullied only. Thus, the chapter discussed the need for classroom

and school strategies. However, we know that what happens at school frequently spills out

into the extended environment of the learner. Hence, there is a need to broaden the scope

of the area that covers bullying and its impact. In fact, several articles describe bullying as a

public health concern (Gong, et al., 2024). As a result, this section will examine the national

policies that discuss bullying and the strategies needed to address and prevent it.

As noted above, whole-school policies should be grounded in strong legal and policy

frameworks in order to be effective. A national policy or guidelines on bullying are useful

tools in supporting schools to design and develop Whole School Approaches (WSAs) which

can reach the school community and beyond. One of the issues for schools in tackling

bullying traditionally has been that the messages being received and reproduced at home

and the wider community could not be controlled and could be in direct opposition to what

the school was trying to do. National policies are written and developed to reflect the social

norms of a particular society and, as such, tend to be in alignment with the morals and

ethics of most of the population. Basing school policy on such documents gives them a

greater chance of being acceptable to the majority of the school community, and thus being
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more powerful. Many such national policies are based on international children’s rights law,

such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)

One such national policy is Bí Cineálta (2024) from Ireland. Bí Cineálta highlights the

rights outlined in the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which bullying interferes with.

These include:

• the right to freedom of expression (Article 13)

• the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion (Article 14)

• the right to freedom of association and freedom of peaceful assembly (Article 15)

• the right to privacy (Article 16)

• the right to be protected from all forms of abuse and neglect (Article 19)

• the right to enjoy the highest attainable standard of health (Article 24)

• the right to education (Article 28)

• the right to enjoy their own culture, religion or language (Article 30)

Bí Cineálta outlines the forms bullying may take and the impact of such behaviour, how

bullying may be prevented and addressed. Whilst each section of the policy document

provides guidance and suggested courses of action, the ultimate decision about how the

school will tackle the issue and the processes to be put in place rests with the school

community. This is a recognition of the fact that there is no ‘one size fits all’ way to ensure

that all children feel safe in their schools. The Bí Cineálta policy does however include

several requirements which must be included in the anti-bullying policies and procedures of

all schools:

• a statement of the school’s commitment to prevent and address bullying behaviour

• a statement acknowledging that bullying behaviour interferes with the rights of the

child

• the core definition of bullying behaviour as provided in Section 2.1 of these

procedures

• how the school engaged with the school community to develop the policy

• how the school engaged with the school community to review the policy

• how the school prevents bullying behaviour (based on Chapter 5 of these procedures)

• how the school supports students who experience, witness and display bullying

behaviour

• what happens when bullying behaviour is reported

• the teacher(s) in the school responsible for addressing incidents of bullying

behaviour

• how oversight of bullying behaviour will be managed

• how the school will communicate its Bí Cineálta policy
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Schools are also encouraged to develop a student-friendly version of the policy in order to

ensure that children have a clear understanding of the procedures in place in their school.

There are many other examples of similar national policies, particularly in nations that are

signatories to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Does your home country have

such a policy or perhaps guidelines for schools? How do schools in your country implement

these policies/guidelines[CO(2] ?

National policies like Bí Cineálta provide school communities with the tools they need

to tackle and prevent bullying behaviour and to create policies and procedures that are

suitable for their school context.

Mechanisms of change – School level

As with many educational initiatives and programmes, the success of any anti-bullying

measures at school level relies on the buy-in and cooperation of the whole school

community. In taking this type of Whole-School Approach (WSA), schools must ensure that

the voices of all stakeholders are heard. The initiative needs to be supported by learners,

staff, leadership and parents and ideally by the local community.

In order for a school to establish an effective WSA for the prevention of bullying, nine

factors must be in place.

1) Whole school policies need to be grounded in strong policy and legal frameworks

which can only occur with robust political leadership. Many nations now have national

policies on school-based bullying and violence e.g. Bí Cineálta in Ireland, Respect for All in

Scotland and Stopbullying.org in the US.

2) Bullying prevention efforts are most successful when they are supported by learner-

centred, respectful and caring classroom management strategies. No child should be

demonised due to their involvement in bullying behaviour. Instead, teachers must try to

understand the motivations and needs of all parties.

3) The National Curriculum, whole-school plans and teachers’ individual lessons and

plans should all provide space for the promotion of a caring school climate. Dr. Andrew

Campbell speaks eloquently on how this can be achieved here .

4) Learners thrive when they feel safe and heard in school. If learners are to feel secure

enough to report and/or discuss bullying events, they must be confident that their physical

and psychological safety will be assured in the classroom and school.

5) A formal reporting system must be established, and these procedures shared with

learners, staff and parents. Once a report is made, learners should be confident in the

knowledge that they will have access to support services. Some bullying reports may raise

safeguarding concerns. A system should be in place for staff to bring these concerns to the

relevant individual or organisation. This may be a senior member of the school leadership

team and/or the social services in your area.

6) It is crucial that the bulk of the work needed to prevent bullying in a school is not
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placed on the staff and learners alone. Learners pick up unconscious bias from their homes

and communities, so some attitudinal changes may be required here too. By engaging

groups such as parents and local community groups in accepting and supporting all

learners, schools can send clear messages to learners about what is and is not accepted

behaviour. Learners need to hear honesty about the harm and damage that can be caused

by their words and actions if/when they engage in bullying behaviours .

7) As these WSAs are aimed at preventing and/or addressing bullying in schools, it is

vital that learners are empowered to advocate for themselves and their peers, to report

bullying, to say something when they see something. The inclusion of learners in the

selection, use and evaluation of anti-bullying programmes being used in their schools will

lead to a greater chance of success for such programmes.

8) There is a great deal of support available to schools internationally with regard

to anti-bullying resources and programmes. Many of these resources and programmes

are produced by government agencies and departments, others by Non-Governmental

Organisations (NGOs) focusing on bullying and academics with an interest in inclusive

education. Schools can choose between pre-made programmes or can cherry-pick

elements of many to design a programme unique to their school context and needs. The

interest and collaboration of all these organisations in supporting bullying prevention in

schools highlights the seriousness with which the issue is considered on the world stage.

9) A successful WSA to bullying prevention must be grounded in evidence and

consistently monitored to check its effectiveness. Have incidents increased or decreased

since taking the approach? Are changes required to improve the effectiveness of the

approach? All these questions should be considered by all those involved at least annually,

if not more regularly.

There are many different WSAs available for use in schools internationally, some will

be completely appropriate for use in your context and others will have elements that can

be cherry-picked and adapted to build a unique WSA. Amongst the most evidenced based

approaches are Kiusaamista Vastaan (KiVa) (Finland and Estonia), The Olweus Bullying

Prevention Programme (OBPP) (Norway), and Restorative Practices (RP) (International).

Readers can find more information on each of these approaches by clicking on the

hyperlinks.

The key aspects of each of these approaches are outlined in Table 3 below:

Table 3: Whole-School Approaches
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KiVa OBPP RP

• Aimed at preventing
bullying but also tackles

individual cases
• Consists of 10 lessons

taught across the school
year

• Each school has a KiVa
team of staff who

function as ‘experts’ in
bullying related matters

in their school. They
provide the support for

individual cases.
• Focuses on the
responsibility to stop

bullying, how to act in a
group and respect for all

• Aimed at
preventing
bullying but
also tackles

individual
cases

• All students
participate in

the
programme
with those

bullied/
bullying
receive

additional
interventions

• Focuses on
encouraging

prosocial
behaviour and

building a
sense of

community

• Aimed at preventing bullying but also
tackles individual cases

• All students participate in the Fair
Process which builds with those

individual cases being addressed by a
staff mediator who uses specific
questions to support reflection,

accountabilitly and restoration of
damaged relationships.

• Fosters a sense of belonging and
empathy

The systematic nature of these WSAs should be noted. Part of the success is a shared

understanding around expectations of behaviour within the school community and the

effects of irresponsible behaviour on individuals and the school community as a whole. A

key part of the effectiveness of these programmes is the explicit teaching and modelling of

acceptable behaviours by teachers and other school community members.

Mechanisms of change – Classroom level

In a study conducted by Smith et al. (2004) on English students between the ages of 13

and 16, the five most common coping mechanisms were talking to someone, ignoring it,

standing up for yourself, avoiding bullies, and making new or different friends. Speaking

with someone seemed to be the best course of action, since during a two-year period,

individuals who had stopped being victims had spoken to someone about it more frequently

(67%) than those who had either remained victims (46%) or became victims (41%).

According to Hunter and Boyle (2004), older students and boys are less likely to tell a

teacher.

To prevent microaggressions, consider using micro affirmations, which involve little

gestures of inclusion, listening, comfort, and support for individuals who may feel alienated

or invisible in their environment. These can include welcoming facial expressions and
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concerted efforts to use appropriate names, pronunciations, and pronouns, support

children’s feelings and experiences, and praise excellent conduct (Rowe, 2018).

A UNESCO Technical Brief from 2022 entitled ‘The key role of teachers in ending school

violence & bullying’, highlighted the central role of teachers in the successful

implementation of WSAs,

Teachers are essential in creating psychologically and physically safe school and

classroom environments, and their relationship with students is key in preventing and

addressing school violence. (2022:2)

As we saw in Table 3 each of the three WSAs mentioned had central roles for teachers in

the effective delivery of both school-wide preventative strategies and in individual cases.

As teachers, the heart of our influence on our students lies in our classrooms and in

the relationships we form with the children and young people in our charge. It is extremely

important that as well as actively engaging with the WSA being used in our school, we also

create safe classroom environments and open, honest and respectful relationships with

and between learners. Students respond best to teachers who are fair, consistent and who

actually listen to them.

At the start of each school year, one of the easiest ways of beginning to establish that

you listen and are fair and consistent is to collaboratively establish classroom behavioural

expectations or rules with the learners. Rather than dictating what your expectations are

around behaviour and their interactions with each other and you, it is important to discuss

what all of you together expect. This can be done by developing a class agreement or class

contract with your learners. This should be drawn up collaboratively with your learners.

A good starting point is to ask them to share with youwhat they need to feel safe and

ready to learn in their classroom. You should then share with them what it is you need in

order to be ready and comfortable to teach. All of this information should berecorded on a

flipchart, poster or whiteboard so that it can help shape the discussion around integrating

the information into a set of guidelines/rules that everyone will follow. Whilst your initial

discussions will create a lot of information, it is important to return to the discussion

within a day or two and work with your learners tocategorise it. This helps to consolidate

the information and develop a succinct set of rules which all parties can agree upon. In

order to formalise the process and help learners to see that you are genuinely interested

in their needs, it is important that you as teacher and each of the learners sign the poster.

This should then be displayed prominently within the classroom and used to remind both

learners and teacher about the agreed acceptable and appropriate behaviour throughout

the school year. Learners, like all other humans, respond better to positivity and praise than

negativity and punishment. It is important that classroom contractsuse positive language

and focus on what learners and teachers should do. However, in clearly outlining positive

behaviours, we implicitly highlight those that are unacceptable and inappropriate.
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Following the drawing up of a classroom agreement or contract, it is critical that learners

are made aware of the processes for dealing with and the consequences of inappropriate

behaviour. If we are engaging with a WSA which takes a children’s rights perspective

such as those mentioned above, it is important to make the learners aware of not just

their rights but their responsibilities. In particular, their responsibilities to ensure that their

actions do not impinge on the rights of their peers. This is especially important when

it comes to preventing bullying behaviour within a class group or between learners in

other classes. Much like the classroom agreement or contract, it is vital that teachers

and learners discuss the class and school reporting procedures in cases where someone

feels they have been affected by bullying behaviour or have witnessed the same. In many

cultures there may be a history of reporting such behaviour being frowned upon with those

who report being called ‘snitches’, ‘rats’ or ‘touts’. There may also be a culture of reporters

or potential reporters being threatened with dire consequences for doing the right thing.

The only way that individual teachers and schools can overcome this type of attitude

towards reporting bullying behaviour is toestablish procedures that allow both the bullied

and witness to feel safe when reporting. Such procedures need to be discussed often and

openly. Learners should feel secure enough to flag any issues with the school’s procedures.

Learners should also be aware of the processes in place to handle reported incidents. They

should be familiarised with what will happen at each step of the process. Younger children

in particular may be fearful of having to come face to face with the peer they feel has

engaged in bullying behaviour. Those to whom such behaviour is reported must engage

in active listening when taking the report. Learners should feel that they are believed and

that the teacher will do something to improve the situation. Most of the WSAs suggest

that the teacher speaks to both parties separately first, to establish what they believe to be

their truth. Many will then bring both parties together and either mediate between them or

facilitate them to discuss the issues in a calm, non-judgemental manner. If you as a class

teacher find yourself in a position of being the mediator, the use of simple questions can

be very helpful. For example, in schools taking a Restorative Practices approach, restorative

questions are used with both parties to aid reflection and bring about a restorative action to

help restore the damaged relationship. Examples of such restorative questions are outlined

in Table 4 below.

Table 4 – Restorative Questions
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Restorative Questions

● What happened?
● What were you thinking of at the time?
● What have you thought about it since?
● Who has been affected and in what way?
● How could things have been done differently?
● What do you need?
● What do you think needs to happen next?

These questions are central to achieving what is known in Restorative Practices as

Fair process. Fair process builds trust within a school community and within a classroom

by engaging all involved in the resolution process. Adopting a shared understanding of

the situation by having all partiesexplain their truth. By involving all parties in reaching a

decision on the restorative action that needs to be taken, the fair process provides clarity

for all involved.

Two other key components of classroom work help to establish an environment in

which bullying is less likely to occur. These includereward systems to positively reinforce

appropriate and acceptable behaviour and the explicit teaching of empathy.

Reward systems are important in showing learners that their actions have consequences

in the case of both acceptable and unacceptable behaviour. It is the case that learners

of primary school age in particular are developing a sense of right and wrong and need

guidance and support whilst developing their own moral compass.. Reward systems,

although somewhat behaviourist in operation, help younger learners to correlate

appropriate and acceptable actions with positive outcomes. It is important that teachers

spend as much if not more time rewarding desired actions as they do dealing with

unacceptable behaviours. Younger learners need to feel that their efforts to operate within

social norms (these are of course contextual) are rewarded. Reward systems vary from

class to class, school to school, and nation to nation. The simpler they are to operate the

better, and they do not need to cost a penny. Key to the smooth operation of a reward

system is the teacher being active in observing, noting and rewarding the behaviours

outlined in the classroom contact. Some systems work with individual rewards, others with

groups or whole class rewards, and others combine all three. In one of the authors’ own

schools, each class teacher has their own reward system, which can either feed into the

school-wide reward system or operate separately. The school-wide system highlights three

specific aspects of our WSA, these are being respectful, responsible and ready to learn.

When teachers observe children engaging in any of these, they can award them a special

card for example. When a learner receives ten of these they go to the Principal’s office

where she allows them to select a prize from a treasure box, asks what they did to get the

cards and gives them a note to take home outlining how proud she is of the learner. This
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type of system is very effective for primary age children. Each school will have different

ways of rewarding learners which work for that school context and the types of learner.

What types of Reward Systems have you encountered whilst on placement? What would

improve those systems so that they are more attractive to your learners?

The value of explicitly teaching empathy cannot be underestimated. Building empathy

within a group decreases aggression within and from that group (Connolly et al., 2018).

Empathy can be taught using several methods and resources. One of the most basic is

through modelling it for your learners. By dealing with all learners in an understanding

manner you are showing them the importance of being able to place themselves in the

shoes of others. Most national curricula include subjects such as Social, Personal and

Health Education, Wellbeing or Social Science which lend themselves well to teaching

empathy. Many countries also have specific programmes which support the teaching of

empathy. There are plenty of resources available to allow you todevelop lessons with a

focus on empathy. Encouraging your learners to put themselves in the position of others

can be achieved by having them examine and discuss images, listening to or reading stories

and books with a theme that helps them realise that not all learners exist in the same

context as them. There are also international organisations which promote the development

of empathy in children and young people. One such organisation is Roots of Empathy , an

organisation which teaches empathy by using ‘tiny teachers’. Learners work with a newborn

baby and its parents over the course of the school year. The lessons help learners to

see one of the most powerful models of empathy, the secure attachment between infant

and parent. Learnersbegin to identify and label the baby’s feelings, to reflect on their own

feelings, and then apply that learning to understand and empathise with the feelings of

others. The main reason to teach empathy explicitly is that empathy is foundational in

navigating relationships successfully and in forming bonds and friendships. The ability to

do these two things provides humans with self-worth, feelings of belonging and social

interaction, all of which make us less likely to engage in bullying or aggressive behaviours.

Conclusion

This chapter started by providing examples of people who have had experiences of bullying

both in their childhood and their adult life. What bullying is was unpacked, together with

the different forms bullying could take. Microaggression as a specific form of bullying

was explained. Although the perception is that bullying is a fairly common occurrence, the

prevalence rates cited in the chapter range from 6 to 40%. This variability in the prevalence

rates is explained in the chapter and indicates a need for a clearer definition of bullying,

forms of bullying and how bullying is reported.

If we are looking at potential strategies to mitigate bullying, we need to understand what

underlies bullying. The chapter examines theoretical frameworks that shed light on the
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fundamental causes and contributing elements of bullying necessary to comprehend it.

Thereafter, the chapter investigates what the motivation for bullying is by looking at several

factors. As part of the understanding of bullying, the chapter examines who bullies whom.

Most important are the complex effects of bullying and how they affect the academic,

social, and psychological areas of those who are bullied.

Finally, the chapter inspects several mechanisms of change in order to address and

prevent bullying. These strategies are discussed along three levels, starting with the

national policy level. These national policies are supposed to support the policies and

strategies at the school level, specifically those strategies used in the classroom and

enforced by the teacher or student teacher. This first level investigates how national policies

address bullying and the strategies that are suggested. The second level examined is the

school level and how this broader level creates an ethos that rejects bullying and embraces

one that includes all learners.. The third level looks at the classroom level where we find the

learner. This level is especially important for the student teacher as it is the level at which

the student teacher will be directly engaging with the bullied, the bully and the environment

that supports either the bullied and/or the bully and how the student teacher could better

address the situation. The chapter regularly examines the student teacher’s reflection on all

the main issues surrounding bullying discussed in the chapter, and thus strives to provide

tools that the student teacher can use when confronted with bullying in the classroom.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=641#h5p-33

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

Now that you have been exposed to a lot of information regarding various aspects of

bullying, will you as a student teacher/teacher be able to:
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• Define what bullying looks like in your classroom/school?

• Identify the different forms that bullying can take?

• Distinguish the various players in a bullying situation?

• Recognise who bullies whom?

• Understand the motivation behind bullying?

• Comprehend the effects that bullying has?

• Explore and put into action mechanisms of change which address and prevent bullying

in your school?
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MARGINALISED STUDENTS IN
CLASSROOMS

Silver Cappello; Tracy Fletcher; and Nysha Chantel Givans

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=633#oembed-1

Example Case

When I was a student, I went to a school in Berlin-Neukölln. A school that was familiar with

the term “Brennpunktschule”. The term ‘’Brennpunkt‘’ or “sozialer Brennpunkt” refers to an area

where many people with a migration background and social disadvantage live. My school was in

such an area. Most of the students there came from different countries, had different religions,

different cultures and spoke different languages.

There were about 23 students in my class and it quickly became clear how different we

were. We all had different social and economic resources, different levels of knowledge and

different language skills. How can these 23 students be guaranteed to get the same access to

education? Do we all have the same equal opportunities? I kept asking myself these questions,

while many high-achieving students were praised for their performance and others were told

that they should study more at home. Even though many teachers were always there for us,

supported and encouraged us and were confronted with many problems from home, it wasn’t

always enough to help everyone equally. Sometimes it felt like the education system didn’t want

to do justice to everyone.

I was therefore lucky to have two class teachers who built up a particularly good relationship

with us. They visited every student in the class at home to get to know the families, learn from

their culture and communicate with the parents. Many families were simply happy that our

teachers took an interest in them and took the time to really understand them. Most of them

918 | MARGINALISED STUDENTS IN CLASSROOMS



cooked traditional meals and shared stories from their lives. I am sure that our teachers learnt

a lot about our cultures and our family backgrounds.

I am grateful to my teachers that we were all seen not just as students, but as individual

people from different backgrounds. Because sometimes it’s simply more than just a facade.

Sometimes you have to look behind it to understand someone’s stories and needs. We were

taught that our voices are important and that every little story is essential. No one should feel

invisible any longer. For many of us, school is more than just a place to learn – for many it is

a second home. School should therefore be a place where students can feel comfortable and

receive the support that is so often lacking outside of school.

Each of us carries a backpack on our back, filled with all kinds of big and small stories,

experiences, resources and much more. This backpack makes us the person we are.

Ranya Defairi, student at the University of Bremen

Initial questions

In this chapter, the following questions will be addressed:

1. What does “marginalisation” mean?

2. Who are “marginalised students” and how are they evidenced in the classroom today?

3. Which forms of marginalisation exist?

4. Who is responsible for marginalised students?

5. How can educators create inclusive learning environments that validates the identities

and experiences of marginalised students?

6. How can curriculum content and teaching methodologies be adapted to reflect diverse

perspectives and histories, empowering marginalised students to see themselves

positively represented in their education?

7. What strategies and approaches can support marginalised students, address systemic

barriers, and prevent marginalisation in classrooms?
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Introduction to Topic

This chapter considers the marginalisation of students within classroom settings. We will

explore what is meant by marginalisation, how marginalisation occurs within the context

of the classroom and the reasons for this. Lastly, you will be presented with a range

of suggestions for possible strategies and approaches that you could apply in your own

classroom. After reading this chapter, we hope that you will be more aware of how students

can be marginalised and understand the steps you can take to tackle marginalisation.

Key aspects

What does marginalisation mean?

Theorists agree that there is no “official” definition of marginalisation (Messiou, 2006),

although there is substantial discourse on the topic. Marginalisation refers to the process

through which individuals or groups are pushed to the edges of society, where they have

limited social, economic, or political power. Importantly, as Mowat (2015:457) discusses

in Towards a new conceptualisation of marginalisation we need to “recognise that

marginalisation is more than a state: it encompasses feelings about that state”. This often

results in restricted access to resources, opportunities, and rights that are readily available

to more dominant groups.

In the context of education, marginalisation refers to the unequal, preferential, or biased

allocation of access to learning opportunities, facilities, and resources (Messiou, 2006).

This marginalisation is influenced by factors such as geographical location, gender, socio-

economic status, or personal circumstances (Messiou, 2006).

Messiou (2012) argues that marginalisation is not a monolithic concept, but rather has

multiple conceptualisations, that can be viewed across four distinct interpretations, as

outlined in Table 1 below. A crucial element of Messiou’s analysis is the differentiation

between the experience of marginalisation, as perceived by the individual or others, and its

recognition, whether by the individual themselves or by others. This distinction highlights

the subjective nature of marginalisation. Consequently, an important question arises: if an

individual does not recognise their life as marginalised and therefore does not experience

it as such, on what basis can others deem them to be marginalised? This question carries

significant implications for public policy.
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Table 1. Messiou’s conceptualisations of marginalisation

Experience of marginalisation Recognition of
marginalisation

Experienced by the individual The individual and others

Experienced by the individual Not recognised by others

The individual is construed by others as belonging to a marginalised
population

Not recognised by the
individual

Experienced by the individual Denied by the individual

Marginalisation can be viewed through the lens of the ‘social capital’ theory. Marginalised

or more disadvantaged groups are seen to lack the social capital which more dominant

groups use to promote social mobility and economic benefits? The concept of ‘cultural

capital’ is obtained through learning and social connections, hence any barriers to learning

should be viewed through the lens of social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1972). There

are possible links to ‘habitus’which Bourdieu (1972: 86) defined as “a subjective but not

individual system of internalised structure, schemes of perception, conception and action

common to all members of the same group or class”. One of the key principles is to

understand the implications of the concept of ‘capital’. Capital can buy you a higher position

in society and build key social networks? and can determine your role in the social world.

The OECD report (2014) Equity, Excellence and Inclusiveness in Education states: “The

challenge we face is how to ensure our education systems give every child the quality

learning experiences they need to develop and realise their individual potential, and to do

so in ways that value who they are, their language, identity, and culture. How do we harness

diversity, create fairness, and ensure our learning environments engage and achieve the

best outcomes for all individuals, not just a few?” (Schleicher, 2014: 3). How do we address

the tension (or imbalances) between creating an inclusive learning environment and

empowering marginalised students?

Mowat (2015) explores the subtle ways in which marginalisation can occur. For example,

when a child is excluded from participating in a reward system, such as “Golden Time,” due

to their misbehaviour, the psychological trauma resulting from such actions would require

immediate address to support the healing of marginalised children. Interestingly, Mowat

highlights an often-overlooked form of marginalisation, involving children who may have

abundant access to material wealth, but lack the emotional warmth and love commonly

found in other family settings. This absence can lead to attachment or behavioural issues,

as noted by Cooper (2008), and serves as a form of marginalisation for these children. This

underscores that marginalisation is not exclusively rooted in lower socio-economic groups.
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Who are “marginalised students” and how are they evidenced in the
classroom today?

We use the term “marginalised students” to refer to those who experience unfair or

inequitable access to learning. Students who differ from the dominant norms of identity

may face marginalisation. This group includes students who are neurodiverse, from low-

income backgrounds, racial or cultural minorities, those who speak different languages,

have physical disabilities, or identify with different sexualities. Marginalised students often

receive limited and poorer-quality education compared to their non-marginalised peers.

Poverty can influence not only children’s experiences at school, but also their future

aspirations and opportunities. According to Carter-Wall and Whitfield (2012), a significant

attainment gap exists in the UK between children living in poverty and those from higher

socioeconomic backgrounds. The research indicates that this gap begins to widen at an

early age, with disparities becoming apparent by the age of three. Consequently, children

from severely impoverished backgrounds are only half as likely to pursue higher education

compared to their more affluent peers. Socioeconomic background is a key predictor of

students’ learning outcomes. Unsurprisingly, low attainment has long-term impacts on

both students’ educational and psychological well-being. Sosu and Ellis (2014) found that

children living in poverty face higher levels of marginalisation that have long-term

consequences for their future well-being, ultimately reinforcing cycles of deprivation.

A significant issue identified by the Millennium Cohort Study, as discussed by Dickerson

and Popli (2012), is that ongoing poverty, rather than short-term poverty, has the most

detrimental effect on children’s cognitive development during their early years. Bell Hooks

(1994) discusses how identity plays an important role in the identity politics for oppressed

and exploited groups??. This framework allows for a critique of dominant structures, giving

their struggle purpose and meaning. Encouraging students to share their personal

experiences enriches the learning environment, benefiting both students and teachers, and

fostering inclusive learning environments.

Which forms of marginalisation exist?

Marginalisation in the classroom can exist in a number of ways, and some are more explicit

than others. Some of the more obvious forms of marginalisation can include Othering ,

which includes microaggressions, isolation, racism, and discrimination of students. The

framework of Intersectionality also explores the combined factors, or parts of a students’

identity, that can contribute to marginalisation. Intersectionality, as a tool, represents an

inclusive method of viewing culture and the dynamics of power in a way that recognises

the complexity of discrimination and oppression which affects individuals. As our cultures

are increasingly diverse, it is important to consider different social identities, as well as

the intersecting parts of an individual’s identity, and how these can contribute to greater

inequality. This is especially important if we are actively working towards fairness and
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justice. Intersectionality also increases awareness of how an individual’s own privilege can

influence their experiences of the world and create empathy for the situation of others. In

the classroom a student may be marginalised due to a combination of their gender, ethnic

background, and disability. This type of student could then experience a higher level of

discrimination due to the combination of different aspects of their identity.

Other subtle forms of marginalisation exist, such as micro exclusion. While less obvious

as other types of exclusion, such as segregation of students or discrimination of ethnic

groups, it can also have a significant effect on a student’s attainment, and also their well-

being. An example of micro exclusion could be a student who is an immigrant and who

is allowed to attend a class with their peer group but is given material which differs from

other students. On the surface, it appears that they are included, however, they are not being

given the same access to the curriculum as the other students. Another example could be

students who are removed from the classroom for the purposes of more focused work for

example, rather than remaining with their classmates and having extra support.

In inclusive school systems, another possible form of marginalisation and micro

exclusion occurs on a micro-level, for example on a class level, where marginalisation can

occur within the single school for all and yet could be present inside the same context

and classroom. Research has shown that these forms of micro exclusion take place where

some students work in separate rooms (so-called support rooms or special places in

general) or remain in the common classroom but not collaborate or learn with their peers

or leaving the class for several amounts of time or staying in the common classroom, but

separated from classmates (D’Alessio, 2011; Nes, Demo & Ianes, 2018). When this micro

exclusion exists within the school context this reinforces the marginalisation of students.

Micro exclusion within inclusive school systems occurs more frequently in upper school

grades. This means that, although students are formally enrolled in a mainstream school,

there is an overall decrease in classroom participation from lower to upper classes and a

congruent increase of time amount spent out of the class (Ianes, Demo & Zambotti, 2013;

Wendelborg & Tøssebro, 2011).

One of the most explicit and marginalising experiences is the ‘push and pull out’

phenomenon, which describes situations where a pupil or a group of pupils are removed

from the classroom and carry out activities removed from their classmates. Such exclusion

can be linked to internal class factors, such as a teacher who cannot manage pupils’

behaviours and sends them out with another teacher, or external factors like a well-

equipped space that attracts pupils out of the class (Ianes, 2014). They can also take

the form of special classes or units within the school. Research suggests that leaving

the classroom can have varying effects in terms of inclusion depending on the context.

For example, whether leaving the classroom, or the division into groups, effects the whole

class group or only some pupils. Also, the criteria by which the groups are organised and

how much choice is shared among all teachers can have varying effects on the whole

class group (Buli-Holmberg & Jeyaprathaban, 2016; Nes, Demo & Ianes, 2018). However, the
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pedagogical meaning of the phenomenon still remains unclear – while in some cases the

risk of marginalisation to inclusion is evident, in others, leaving the classroom seems to be

able to be interpreted as a phenomenon of an organisational flexibility of pupil groups that

conforms to the idea of inclusive education (Bellacicco et al., 2019).

Another aspect to be aware of is what is known as the hidden curriculum (Jackson, 1968).

This refers to a range of unspoken or implicit rules that students are expected to follow

through the social situation of attending school. In contrast to the formal school curriculum,

the hidden curriculum is not explicitly taught yet involves the expectation that these rules

will be understood and followed. This also relates to the norms and values of the school,

which are expressed via the school culture. According to the psychiatrist, Benson R. Synder

(1970), these can have a negative impact upon students, causing anxiety and conflict. The

hidden curriculum can inform the way students see themselves, and their abilities, and

students can therefore be marginalised due to the demands of the hidden curriculum. Paul

Willis in Learning to Labour (1978) found that the hidden curriculum led to resistance and

the development of school subcultures. In his study of working class boys in the UK, he

discovered that resistance to the norms and values of the school could contribute to poorly

paid employment. An inclusive school culture should promote healthy values and allow for

students to have agency in their learning and employment choices.

Another form of marginalisation, often more covert than the previous one, is the school

disaffection. This describes circumstances based on the students’ difficulty in perceiving

contact between the school and the world outside, as well as in those students who

continue to perform the assigned tasks, living the classroom experience with low

participation and involvement (Rudduck, Chaplain & Wallace, 1996). Even if they are

physically present, they are mentally absent and reluctant towards learning (Collins, 1998).

There are also cases in which school disaffection is visible, with manifestations of a

poor sense of belonging, lack of interest, commitment and participation, dislike of teachers,

lack of trust in the school, low aspiration, self-esteem and achievement (Keys & Fernandes,

1993; Lenzi, 2004).

In some cases, there are extreme situations where the individuals can no longer tolerate

social norms and they exhibit negative emotions towards institutions (Hayton, 2013), which

includes destructive behaviours and alienation. This often results in persistent absences

or exclusion from class, as the student may want to avoid specific lessons, teachers or

tests, or the fear of being bullied (Hargreaves & Reid, 2011; Harrison, 2004; Krawczyk &

Horner, 2006; Newburn, Shiner & Young, 2013). Skinner and Belmont (1993) state that

disaffected pupils are passive, bored, depressed or angry and rebel with teachers and

classmates. According to Klein (1999), the founder of the International Journal on School

Disaffection, the causes of disaffection can be different and can range from discrimination

and accentuation of differences in students’ abilities, excessive punishment in cases of

disciplinary problems, and curricula that do recognise students’ experiences, interests and

talents. Other possible causes can be attributed to the family environment: low socio-
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economic status, single-parent family, migrant background, impoverished parents,

disordered home life, family breakdown, lack of family support, negative parental attitudes

towards school and education, (Lenzi, 2004; Riley et al., 2002).

All these negative experiences could lead students to be part of this drop-out phenomena

as a “virtual drop-out” (Kumar, Gheen & Kaplan, 2002), which is another visible form of

marginalisation, even if it derives from various causes: socio-cultural (family cultural

poverty), school-related (in school orientation and teacher-pupil relationships) and personal

(negative experiences of the subjects and refusal behaviour towards school) (Bertolini,

1996).

Who is responsible for marginalised students?

We believe that all those connected to, or working in education, have a responsibility for

tackling marginalisation and promoting an inclusive school. This will benefit everyone, by

providing a democratic education which enables equity, and promotes social justice. It

is crucial therefore that all school staff act as role models for students, and recognise

the value of inclusive work, and the relevant opportunities and potential that exists in

different contexts. For example, the school leadership can implement a school wide policy

to establish and set the tone for an inclusive school culture. In practice this means actively

nurturing a safe space for students to be themselves, providing the necessary resources,

(such as support staff and training for teachers), to promote inclusivity across the whole

school.

However, a top down approach is not enough, and all members of the school community

must take responsibility by reflecting on how best they can support students. At the

classroom level, teachers can take responsibility by being mindful and aware of classroom

dynamics, by using inclusive language, and by being open-minded to applying inclusive

pedagogy. Teachers need to examine the dynamics of their classrooms, and the diverse

identities that make up the learning environment. Although teachers often have good

intentions, they should also be aware of the influence of unconscious bias, and reflect upon

their views, position, and context in the classroom (for more information on these aspects

see the chapters about anti-bias education and teacher habitus ).

With guidance from school staff, classmates can be encouraged to include other

students, or students themselves can take responsibility for their own situation, by being

conscious of their peers?, and reflect on how they engage in their own learning journey.

Students should feel empowered, safe, and able to voice their opinions and concerns.

In the wider community, we can extend the circle of support by involving parents and

other members of the community. This method assists those from marginalised groups

to build on their existing circle of support or to build a new one. When a circle of support

is formed around an individual who might otherwise feel excluded, it can shift its focus

to empowering that person. This approach is particularly effective when supporting
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individuals from marginalised groups and can empower them by providing a community

that helps them achieve their goals and build meaningful relationships.

How can educators create inclusive learning environments that validate the
identities and experiences of marginalised students?

Creating inclusive learning environments for marginalised students involves recognising

and valuing their diverse identities and experiences. Educators should focus on integrating

diverse perspectives into the curriculum and fostering an atmosphere of mutual respect

and support. It is important to create a safe space where all students feel comfortable

expressing themselves and where their backgrounds are acknowledged and respected.

Building strong, supportive relationships with students and involving families and

communities in the educational process can enhance this sense of belonging (for more

information on these aspects see the chapters about inclusive learning environments and

collaboration with parents ). Additionally, ensuring that teaching practices and materials

reflect and celebrate diversity helps all students feel seen and valued. Finally, continuous

professional development for educators on issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion is

crucial to maintain an environment that supports the academic and social success of all

students.

A positive school culture, and classroom culture, recognises the value that all students

have in the learning environment. This involves the acknowledgement of diversity, and

a celebration of a variety of different identities that make up the student body. In the

classroom, this could include collaborative work between students and using a variety of

materials that represent the different identities that are present in the classroom (for more

information see chapter about inclusive school culture ).

Research suggests that marginalisation can have enduring effects, leading to detrimental

impacts on mental health, including depression and anxiety, which may further exacerbate

marginalisation within broader communities. Prince and Hadwin (2013) emphasise the

importance of fostering positive relationships between students and teachers, particularly

as these relationships can promote resilience among marginalised students. Additionally,

a supportive and caring school environment plays a crucial role in mitigating the effects of

marginalisation.

How can curriculum content and teaching methodologies be adapted to
reflect diverse perspectives and histories, empowering marginalised
students to see themselves positively reflected in their education?

Recent educational reforms across the globe reflect a growing commitment to decolonising

the curriculum and adapting teaching methodologies to include diverse perspectives – a

notable example being the UK’s ongoing initiative to decolonise the curriculum (DcT). Wales

is at the forefront of this movement with its Anti-Racism Wales Action Plan (ARWAP),
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which aims to dismantle systemic and institutional racism by 2030 (Welsh Government,

2022). This initiative acknowledges that Global Majority communities, including Black,

Asian, and Minority Ethnic groups, face ongoing challenges of racism, race inequality, and

colourism (Welsh Government, 2022). Addressing such issues requires not only changes to

the curriculum, but also an adaptation of teaching practices.

In the context of decolonising education, Chetty’s (2022) contribution to Decolonising

Curriculum in Education: Continuing Proclamations and Provocations underscores the

importance of self-reflexivity within White power structures as a necessary step towards

dismantling these hierarchies. Chetty highlights the need to examine the power dynamics

and advocates for a commitment to change at an institutional level (Race et al., 2022).

Similarly, in the U.S., the Ithaca school district has developed an anti-marginalisation

curriculum that includes topics such as ‘pronouns, flags, and feeling safe’, and encourages

students to challenge their own assumptions about identity, diversity, and power through

critical thinking and collaboration (Mansfield, 2022).

Furthermore, Hooley’s (2002) model of “two-way enquiry learning” (see Table 2 below)

provides an example of how educational systems can integrate diverse knowledge

systems. He explains how Australia adapted its educational practices by incorporating

Indigenous and Western knowledge systems, a practice that could be applied to non-

Indigenous educational settings globally. This approach allows both Indigenous and

Western ways of knowing to coexist, promoting mutual respect without placing one above

the other. Learning, in this model, is derived from community and social practices, requiring

reflection on significant experiences, with a particular emphasis on environmental learning

(Hooley, 2002).

Table 2. Neil Hooley’s seven dimensions of two-way learning
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Dimension
1 Continuity of experience as the basis of all learning programs.

Dimension
2

Recognition that the expression of learning occurs in different ways for different
children based on their cultural and socio-economic background, but that a set of

similar factors may exist in all cultures that emphasise construction of new knowledge
rather than instruction in old content. This demands a respect for the knowledge and

culture that all children bring to school, and an acceptance that learning occurs actively
from this platform in an outwards – inwards cyclical manner.

Dimension
3 Long-term systematic processes of reflection on experience.

Dimension
4

Integrated theory and practice, incorporating respect for and learning from the natural
environment.

Dimension
5

Teaching and learning that enables a framework of:

– holistic, integrated and constructed knowledge
– emphasis on knowing by doing and experimental work
– collaborative interaction with peers and teachers in real life situations
– combining informal and formal situations and events
– negotiated decisions on directions and processes
– strategies of trial and error, reproduction and critique
– multiple pathways for entry and enquiry
– unknown results by teachers and students
– opportunities for thinking about previous and new action
– construction and critique of ideas and proposals
– applying context specific and general ideas
– utilising respected local and expert advice as required – encouragement of

personal and group interests and – being challenged by local and global events.

Dimension
6

Validation of children’s learning, knowledge, experience and propositions that is based
upon long-term consensual communication and democratic dialogue between

participants and agreement on what is generally considered as being acceptable and
true.

Dimension
7

Holistic views of life and learning where knowledge arises from and returns to social
and cultural environments for the betterment of communities of interest and where
formal systems of education must be connected with the major trends and debates

within communities to ground their purpose and meaning.

This model aligns with the necessity of adapting curriculum content to reflect diverse

perspectives. Incorporating materials that highlight the contributions and experiences of

different cultural, ethnic, and social groups ensures a more inclusive educational

environment. These adaptations are crucial for enabling marginalised students to see

themselves reflected positively in their education (Welsh Government, 2022). In practice,

educators can integrate literature from marginalised communities, present historical events

from multiple perspectives, and engage students in discussions on contemporary issues

relating to diversity and equity (Mansfield, 2022).

Equally important is the adaptation of teaching methodologies to reflect diverse

perspectives. Inclusive pedagogies, such as collaborative learning and inquiry-based

methods, allow students to explore and share their own experiences, fostering a more

inclusive classroom environment (Hooley, 2002). This also includes the incorporation of
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multimedia resources and guest speakers from diverse backgrounds to enrich the learning

experience. Mansfield (2022) highlights that these inclusive approaches not only challenge

the exclusion of Global Majority students, but also build a foundation for future citizens

to engage with a globalised vision. Wright Edelman’s famous quote, “It’s hard to be what

you can’t see” (Mansfield, 2022), underscores the need for visible role models and the

importance of diverse representation in education.

Importantly, these adaptations should not be seen as merely compensating for past

exclusions, but rather as a forward-thinking approach that recognises the evolving nature of

education. This is evident in the practice of two-way enquiry learning, which reinforces the

value of Indigenous knowledge within the broader context of human learning. By positioning

Indigenous learning on equal footing with non-Indigenous learning, this approach fosters

the development of inclusive curricula that are reflective of diverse cultural perspectives

(Hooley, 2002).

The inclusion of diverse perspectives and histories, in both curriculum content and

teaching methodologies, is essential for empowering marginalised students. By reflecting a

broad range of experiences and knowledge systems, educational institutions can create a

more inclusive and equitable learning environment that benefits all students (Hooley, 2002;

Mansfield, 2022; Race et al., 2022; Welsh Government, 2022).

What existing strategies and approaches can be used as examples of
facilitators and benefits to help and support marginalised students, address
systemic barriers, and prevent marginalisation in classrooms?

Studies indicate that when students feel a sense of belonging, they tend to achieve higher

levels of academic success and experience improved well-being . However, marginalisation

can undermine this sense of belonging, thereby negatively affecting students’ overall

educational experiences and outcomes.

Inclusive education aims to tackle students’ diversities in order to minimise exclusion,

marginalisation and inequalities, and guarantee quality education for all. For marginalised

students, feeling a sense of belonging in educational spaces means experiencing

acceptance, value, and inclusion within the academic community, despite the systemic

barriers they face. If a student does not feel that they belong to the school community,

they may experience a form of social pain which includes feelings of rejection, and this

can affect brain activity that is very similar to that which is produced by real physical

pain (Eisenberg, Lieberman & Williams, 2003). This may lead to avoidant behaviour and

isolation (MacDonald & Leary, 2005) and have serious consequences. For example, feelings

of isolation are a common characteristic of religious fundamentalism as well as supporters

of radical right-wing political parties (Doosje et al., 2016).

According to Booth and Ainscow in the Index for Inclusion (2011), inclusive education
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involves full participation, and high quality learning, for all learners. This broad definition

focuses on diversity and inclusion of all learners, and not on specific groups. Furthermore,

it does not view inclusion as the simple placement in a mainstream setting but instead

considers co-existence as the initial starting point, followed by involvement, sharing and

quality of learning processes. The goal of inclusive education also aligns with global

initiatives, such as the UN 2030 Agenda’s Goals 4 and 10 (UNESCO, 2015), which seeks

to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning

opportunities for all, thereby tackling all forms of exclusion, marginalisation, and

inequalities.

Mowat (2015) explores the subtle ways in which marginalisation can occur, which may

not be immediately apparent. An example provided is when a child is excluded from

participating in a reward system, such as “Golden Time,” due to their behaviour not meeting

a teacher’s expectations. The psychological trauma resulting from such actions would

require immediate address to support the healing of marginalised children. Interestingly,

Mowat highlights an often-overlooked form of marginalisation, involving children who may

have abundant access to material wealth but lack emotional warmth and love, which

is commonly found in other family settings. This absence can lead to attachment or

behavioural issues, as noted by Cooper (2008), and serves as a form of marginalisation

for these children. This underscores that marginalisation is not exclusively rooted in lower

socio-economic groups.

Mowat (2015) also investigates the role of schools in the marginalisation process,

highlighting the paradox that, while education is often perceived as a pathway out of

marginalisation, schools themselves can inadvertently act as agents of exclusion. This

occurs through the implementation of curricula that fail to address the diverse needs

of students, and through inflexible systems and structures that do not account for the

discrepancies between behavioural expectations and students’ capacities to meet them.

Such conditions can create environments where exclusion becomes more likely (Munn &

Lloyd, 2005). Additionally, the emphasis on a ‘standards agenda’, which inherently produces

“winners and losers”, can further contribute to the marginalisation of students (Razer et al.,

2013).

Peim, as cited in Bennett and McDougall (2013: 34), reinforces this notion by stating: “The

agents of education will tell students not only what they need to know, but what they need

to do and to be. Students will be educated above all in the norms of conduct befitting their

social destiny”. This suggests that education systems often impose norms that may not

align with the diverse needs of all students, leading to marginalisation.

To address this, several strategies have been proposed that effectively combat

marginalisation in the classroom. Culturally responsive teaching, which integrates students’

cultural backgrounds into both curriculum and pedagogy, is one such strategy. It validates

the identities of marginalised students, enhancing their engagement and academic

performance by making them feel acknowledged and respected, which in turn boosts their
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motivation and participation. Restorative practices, focusing on community-building rather

than punitive measures, also play a crucial role. They help create a positive classroom

climate, reduce the need for suspensions and expulsions, and support students’ social-

emotional development, which is especially beneficial for those who may feel marginalised.

Addressing systemic barriers within education also involves implicit bias training and

recruiting diverse staff to mitigate biases and ensure equitable resource allocation.

Differentiated instruction, mentorship programs, and support services like counselling and

tutoring are essential in accommodating diverse learning needs. Anti-bullying policies,

inclusive classroom practices, and cultural competence training further contribute to

creating a supportive environment, fostering a more equitable and inclusive educational

system.

Lloyd (2008) critiques efforts to promote inclusion through the removal of learning

barriers, suggesting that these efforts often perpetuate deficit models of students within

an exclusive curriculum where success is narrowly defined by norm-referenced standards.

Lloyd argues that “members of the excluded groups can join the game if they submit to

the rules and demonstrate that they can play the game at a standard which is acceptable”

(Lloyd, 2008: 234). In such exclusive educational environments, both teachers and students

can experience marginalisation, often reinforcing each other’s negative experiences (Razer

et al., 2013).

Which other strategies and approaches can help and support marginalised
students, address systemic barriers, and prevent marginalisation in
classrooms?

Teacher education, and continuous professional development, is a vital component towards

combating marginalisation. Teachers with insufficient training might not be aware of the

different needs that can exist simultaneously in the classroom, and most importantly how

to address them. Teachers should feel supported, empowered, and have agency to work in a

manner that confronts marginalisation. Investing in regular training for teachers and school

support staff is crucial to targeting marginalisation. While we recognise the importance,

and influence of government policy, teachers should feel that they can challenge those

aspects of the classroom setting that may cause marginalisation (for more information on

these aspects see the chapters about continuous professional development and teacher

agency ).

**Certainly, teacher collaboration plays an important role in general, even more if they can

work through the co-teaching method with its different forms. It is a practice where two or

more teachers (class and/or support teachers) plan, teach and assess together for a group

of students. According to Friend and Cook (2007), there are six kinds of models:

1. One teach, one observe; where one teacher conducts the lesson, while the other simply
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observes students’ learning processes and collects different kinds of data which have

been determined in advance.

2. One teach, one assist; where one teacher teaches a full group lesson, while the other

teacher roams and helps individual students, often providing additional support for

learning or behaviour management.

3. Parallel teaching, where the team splits the class into two groups and each teacher

teaches the same information at the same time to a smaller group.

4. Alternative teaching, where one teacher instructs most of the class and the other

teacher teaches an alternate or modified version of the lesson to a smaller group of

students

5. Station teaching, where the class is divided into three or more groups and students

rotate through the stations, while teachers teach the same material in different ways to

each group.

6. Team teaching, where both teachers are in the room at the same time but take turns

teaching the whole class, like co-presenters. With these models, it is possible to reduce

contextual barriers, improving the benefits for students (for more information about the

co-teaching method see the chapter “Teamwork in the classroom” ).

Other possible strategies and approaches to address systemic barriers and prevent

marginalisation are the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and open learning. With the UDL

it is possible to recognise the individual differences and to pay attention to the context in

terms of barriers and benefits where contents are represented in different formats, each

individual can have more ways of action and expression, and teachers can motivate and

engage students in multiple forms (for more information see the specific UDL chapter ).

Open learning is a student-centred approach with more freedom of choice, based on

different degrees of openness (Demo, 2016).

1. On the first level, an openness of organisation would allow pupils to decide where, when

and with whom they are learning.

2. On the second level, the openness is methodological and the emphasis is on how to

learn something.

3. A third openness level is related to learning goals and contents, so what the students

would like to learn.

4. The last level works on socialisation, relationships and rules, namely on the class

community. With this kind of approach, it is possible to include everyone, creating a

context where each student could perceive to be included.

To reduce marginalisation in the classroom and enhance inclusivity in educational settings,

several strategies can be applied. Implementing assigned mentors or key individuals to

support each student, akin to a key person approach, can be highly effective. Additionally,
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peer buddy programs that foster peer-to-peer assistance and relationship-building should

be put into practice. Developing an inclusive school culture, where diversity is celebrated, is

essential to ensure all students feel a sense of belonging.

Creative pedagogical approaches, such as “coming out pedagogy,” can help create safe

spaces for students to express their identities and experiences. Furthermore, applying an

intersectional lens to teaching and school policies ensures that the overlapping identities

and experiences of students are acknowledged, allowing for tailored support to address

their unique challenges.

In the beginning of this chapter an example case was given of a school in Germany in

which marginalisation had occurred using the lived experience of a student. This chapter

has allowed us to explore the concept of marginalisation in more detail, firstly by

considering what marginalisation is, how and why it can happen, exploring types of

marginalisation, and using intersectionality as a tool to understand how different types of

marginalisation can exist simultaneously. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, we have

provided practical suggestions as to what can be done to tackle marginalisation, and the

strategies that educators can apply in the classroom.

Local contexts

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Why is it important for teachers and school staff to actively address marginalisation?

What are the benefits?

• Based on this chapter, what steps can you take in your own context to better support

marginalised students? Do you now perceive yourself more able to identify and help

them?

• Think about your context and try to answer this question; who is responsible for

marginalised students? Based on this chapter, could you find some solutions to extend

the responsibility to all staff around them? Is it possible to realise a shared

responsibility among all members of the school community?

• How could marginalised students be supported and included?

• Reflect on a personal experience where you, or someone important to you, faced

marginalisation. How would you address that situation using the insights from this
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chapter?
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One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=455#oembed-1

Example Case

“We would like to start with a case study from the school that illustrates the difference between

trauma-sensitive interventions and standard intervention practice.

It is about a 6 year old boy who attended the 1st grade. He had many conflicts with his teachers

because he kept climbing on tables and trampling over everything that was on them, such as

notebooks, books, etc. The teachers tried to stop this behaviour with different interventions, the

boy was even suspended from school several times for some days, but the interventions did not

show any effects.

During the observation of this boy, it became clear that this behaviour was triggered by different

situations. The main triggers were moments when he did not know exactly what was going to

happen next.

After traumatic experiences, anything that cannot be fully predicted and influenced feels

dangerous and threatening to the person affected. His body reacted to these situations with

massive stress, which forced the boy to remove the danger. He found a very effective strategy:
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by climbing on the tables he took control of the situation that he experienced as dangerous. Wat

would happen next became predictable and controllable for him, and he could feel safe again.

Once we understood this, we worked with him to find alternative ways of dealing with situations

where he felt threatened. He was asked what he needed when he felt uncomfortable in class

and he said that he needed a place to hide in class. He was allowed to build a small safe place

in a corner of the class. Great care was also taken to ensure that the structure of the class

was very transparent and predictable for him. And additional procedures were agreed with him

for difficult situations by agreeing on emergency signals he could use to indicate the need for

support.

With this support, the boy was able to participate in the class in a relatively stable way without

having to control it through his behaviour. This was possible because he had been given

alternative ways of acting which gave him a sense of security, predictability and control. The

previous “if…. then” interventions had only taken away his ability to feel safe without offering

him an alternative. With these interventions the boy could not change his behaviour.”

Initial questions

1. What is trauma? What are the effects of trauma on children, on the classroom, and on

the school climate? How to break the silence about these questions?

2. What are the responsibilities of educational staff and education institutions when

working with children who have had traumatic experiences?

3. What are the options to support learners who have had traumatic experiences?

4. What are the responsibilities of school for trauma awareness and trauma prevention?

5. How does society take responsibility for empowering individuals, peers and teachers?

6. How can silence be broken?

Introduction to Topic

The number of children and young people in the world who are exposed to traumatic events

on a daily basis due to neglect and abuse, violence against them, deprivation of basic needs,

exclusion and discrimination is increasing (Mew, Koenen, & Lowe, 2022; UNHCR, 2023). In
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addition to these micro- and meso systemic factors, many children around the world are

exposed to man-made macro- and ecosystemic factors, such as wars, natural disasters

including floods, severe droughts and earthquakes, and structural inequalities, leading to

migration and multiple factors of vulnerability. It is therefore necessary for teachers to

have trauma-sensitive knowledge and to use this knowledge to develop trauma-informed

interventions (Carello & Butler 2014).

Trauma is defined as the events experienced or witnessed by the individual when death,

threat of death, serious injury, or a threat to the integrity of the body occurs in human life

(American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013, pp. 265, 266). Children and adolescents

around the world experience high rates of traumatic experiences. These include physical,

emotional, and sexual abuse; neglect; exposure to community violence; bullying; natural

disasters; poverty; homelessness; immigration; and parental problems such as domestic

violence, incarceration, death, mental illness, involvement in substance abuse, and military

deployment. Traumatic experiences undermine students’ ability to learn, to form

relationships, and to regulate their emotions and behaviour, putting them at increased risk

for trauma and a range of negative academic, social, emotional, and vocational outcomes

(Schäfer, Gast, Hofmann, et. al, 2019; Vibhakar, Allen, Gee & Meister-Stedmann, 2019). For

many children and young people, the school environment is the best option for accessing

support services, particularly during periods of trauma that are inevitable in their

developmental stages. The school, as a place of inclusion, education and socialisation,

has a responsibility to positively identify and respond to the needs of learners who have

experienced trauma in their lives. WithIn trauma-informed schools or places of education,

all adults who come into contact with children, including teachers, school counsellors,

school administrators and parents, should be informed about the effects of trauma on the

nervous system and the psychosocial impact of trauma on children. Teachers and other

role players in the school should therefore be empowered to practice embedded trauma-

informed education.

In this chapter we explain the meaning of trauma-informed education, the types of trauma

and possible school responses. We focus on the professionalisation of teachers for trauma-

informed education and on the well-being of teachers in this work.

Key aspects

What is trauma?

The term ‘trauma’ is derived from the Greek word ‘trauma’, which translates literally as

‘wound’ or ‘injury’. The World Health Organization (WHO) defines trauma as “a delayed or

protracted response to a stressful event or situation (either short or long-lasting) of an

exceptionally threatening or long-lasting nature, which is likely to cause pervasive distress

in almost anyone” (WHO, 2010). Several key characteristics of trauma can be identified.
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1. Such an event can be overwhelming. The individual lacks the capacity to cope with the

circumstances and experiences a sense of vulnerability and exposure. The potential

for resolution is severely constrained or absent. The extent to which an individual is

affected by a traumatic event is dependent on their personal circumstances and the

potential for coping mechanisms to be exercised.

2. Such occurrences are typically unanticipated. It is not possible to predict the

occurrence of such an event, nor can one assume that another individual will

perpetuate such an act against them.

3. It engenders feelings of fear and helplessness. The occurrence is so pervasive that it

causes significant anxiety and feelings of helplessness.

4. It is life-threatening. The occurrence is so devastating that it alters subsequent lives

and is remembered for an extended period.

The definition of a traumatic event is contingent upon the individual’s experience and

perception of the event, rather than the specifics of the event itself. The person’s available

options are of paramount importance for assessing and coping with the trauma.Childhood

trauma can be defined as an event experienced by a child that evokes fear and is commonly

violent, dangerous, or life-threatening. The experience of physical or emotional neglect

or abuse can have a traumatic effect on children. Similarly, one-off occurrences such

as road traffic accidents, natural disasters (e.g. hurricanes), the death of a loved one or

a significant medical event can also have a profound psychological impact on children.

The global pandemic of the novel coronavirus (2019-nCoV) and the associated public

health measures, including prolonged school closures, were experienced as traumatic by

many children, particularly those whose educational institutions remained inaccessible for

extended periods.

It is a common misconception that childhood trauma is exclusively characterised by

direct experiences of the child in question. Observing a loved one undergoing a significant

health challenge can be profoundly distressing for children for example. It is erroneous to

assume that all intense experiences are traumatic. Trauma is not a final, life-determining

fate. It can be dealt with and healed. Furthermore, in light of the growing multicultural

and diverse nature of schools, it is imperative for educators to recognise that certain

experiences may be perceived as traumatic by children from one cultural background,

while being less so by those from another. It is therefore incumbent upon teachers to

ascertain from their pupils’ behaviours and responses (which may be observed, reflected

upon, undertaken, illustrated or conveyed in narrative form) whether or not they have been

traumatised by a specific event in their lives. Cultural identity is not the only determining

factor in the experience of trauma. A number of factors contribute to an individual’s

vulnerability, including membership of a disadvantaged group. Such groups may include

people with a migration background, persons with disabilities and special needs, those

living below the income threshold, and those enduring bullying, stigmatisation and
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exclusion. Such circumstances can render individuals more vulnerable to traumatic

experiences, and to a greater extent than might otherwise be the case. One illustrative

example is that of natural disasters such as floods. In the event of such occurrences, those

who are impoverished and reside in regions with inadequate infrastructure are the most

severely affected. They are at an elevated risk of losing their lives and possessions, and

may require a longer period to rebuild their lives. In addition to their vulnerabilities, they also

do not have back-up resources like insurance or savings to rebuild their lives.

Similar circumstances have been documented in cases where individuals have been

exposed to armed conflict, torture, and forced displacement. In 2022 over 108 million

people worldwide were forced to flee their homes due to a range of factors, including

war, torture, natural disasters, and political persecution. These individuals often lose not

only their homeland but also their loved ones and social support systems (UNHCR, 2023).

Furthermore, they frequently encounter additional trauma in their new surroundings due

to stigma, discrimination, and rejection. Trauma-informed education equips educators with

the knowledge and skills to provide sensitive and supportive learning environments for

children with migration histories, thereby reducing the risk of secondary trauma.

What are the types of trauma?

In the literature, there are several different classifications of trauma. Some classify it

according to the number and duration of the traumatic event. Others classify it according to

the source of trauma.

Different types of trauma can be distinguished according to the type and length of

exposure. Single-event trauma, sometimes referred to as Type I trauma, describes abrupt,

unplanned events that pose a serious risk. Serious accidents, natural disasters, and violent

attacks are a few examples. These traumas usually have a distinct beginning and might

result in disorders such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or acute stress disorder

(ASD) (Terr, 1991). On the other hand, Type II trauma is the result of persistent or recurrent

exposure to stressful events. This category, which encompasses ongoing events like

persistent emotional or physical abuse, marital violence, or extended exposure to conflict,

is frequently predicted. Complex psychological effects, such as challenges with emotional

regulation and interpersonal interactions, might result from the cumulative impact of Type

II trauma (Courtois & Ford, 2016).

Apart from Type I and Type II trauma, the differentiation between “Big T” and “Small T”

traumas is also a helpful classification. “Big T” traumas are those intense or overpowering

incidents that are usually connected to severe and unmistakably traumatic situations, such

as rape, serious accidents, child abuse, and war. Because of their severity and lasting

effects, these incidents are typically acknowledged as major traumatic experiences (van der

Kolk, 2015). Even though they have the capacity to be extremely overwhelming, “Small T”

traumas are frequently more subdued and may not be identified as such right away. A few
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instances are losing a job, moving to a new house, or losing a loved one or pet. “Small T”

traumas may not seem as dramatic, but if they are not properly addressed, they can have a

major and long-lasting effect on a person’s mental health.

Acute, chronic, and complicated trauma are other categories of trauma (DeThierry, 2015).

A single incident causes acute trauma. It is a psychological trauma brought on by an

extremely stressful incident, including going through a violent or natural disaster, seeing a

major car accident, or being in a car accident. Trauma of this kind might result in acute

stress disorder (ASD), a mental illness that usually manifests three days after the incident

and can last for up to a month (American Psychological Association, 2020). Long-term

mental health problems might arise from acute trauma if it is not appropriately treated

(Herman, 2015). The result of recurrent and extended stressful encounters is chronic

trauma. It may be the consequence of chronic conditions such as poverty, marital violence,

or abuse on a physical, sexual, or emotional level. More severe psychological

consequences, like anxiety, sadness, and complicated post-traumatic stress disorder

(PTSD), are frequently brought on by this kind of trauma (van der Kolk, 20015). When

a person experiences several ongoing or protracted traumatic events—often starting in

childhood—they develop complex trauma. This can result from events such as childhood

abuse or neglect, domestic violence, sexual assault, or war-related trauma and is tightly

linked to generational trauma (Courtois & Ford, 2016). Emotional control, self-perception,

and the capacity to establish and sustain healthy relationships can all be significantly

impacted by complex trauma. Complex trauma’s long-term impacts can cause serious

problems with one’s physical and mental health (DeThierry, 2015).

The National Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN, 2023) categorises trauma based

on the occurrence that led to it. Trauma occurs when a youngster experiences or sees an

event that makes them feel extremely threatened. Children and teenagers may be exposed

to a variety of traumatic events or trauma types. Children may be subjected to a variety

of traumas, including bullying, complex trauma, disasters, intimate partner violence, early

childhood trauma, medical trauma, physical abuse, trauma from refugees, sexual abuse, sex

trafficking, terrorism and violence, and traumatic grief.

Putting traumatic occurrences into categories such as those generated by nature and

those purposefully brought on by human hands is another popular way to group

traumatising experiences. Yet inadvertent, human-caused accidents can also occasionally

have traumatic effects. Human carelessness frequently results in the transformation of

natural occurrences into traumatic ones. An earthquake, for instance, is a natural

occurrence, but it causes destruction because structures built in an unsafe location get

damaged. Experiences that could be considered natural disasters that do not cause

damage or casualties could turn into painful experiences if earthquake-resistant structures

are developed. Lastly, it should be mentioned that traumatic incidents can occur in large or

small groups. A single person or a small group of people may be impacted by an event, but

in other situations, like forced migration and war, it may have a mass effect on a significant
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number of people. Comprehending distinct forms of trauma is essential to customising

efficient interventions and therapies that cater to the individual requirements of individuals

impacted (Courtois & Ford, 2016).

The prevalence of trauma: A few global and national statistics from our
countries

Worldwide statistics: Regretfully, across the globe, children are exposed to various forms of

trauma at a very high rate. This is amply supported by the findings of extensive research

projects on the topic. According to projections from the World Health Organization (WHO,

2020), 1 billion children between the ages of 2 and 17 may have been victims of physical,

sexual, or emotional abuse or neglect in the previous year. Approximately 420 million

children are estimated to be living in conflict zones by UNICEF (2019). There is a greater

chance of trauma from violence, displacement, and war for children in these locations.

More than 35 million children have been forcefully relocated due to conflict according to

the UNHCR (UN Refugee Agency), which greatly contributes to trauma experiences. Sexual

abuse before the age of eighteen is estimated by the World Health Organization (2018) to

affect about 18% of girls and 8% of boys worldwide. Over 100 million children are impacted

by natural disasters and humanitarian crises annually according to UNICEF (2020), which

causes severe psychological damage. Felitti et al.’s (1998) Adverse Childhood Experiences

(ACE) Study investigated the long-term effects of maltreatment, neglect, and dysfunctional

households on the health and behaviour of adults. According to the study, more than two

thirds of the individuals said they had had at least one ACE, and over 12.5% said they had

had four or more.

Turkey: The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the Social Services and Child

Protection Agency released a study on domestic violence and child abuse in Türkiye in

2010. The study’s findings show that 51% of Turkish children aged 7 to 18 experienced

both physical and emotional abuse, 43% experienced physical neglect, 25% experienced

emotional neglect, and 3% experienced sexual abuse. As per UNICEF (2010, p 17-37) the

survey found that 56% of children had witnessed physical abuse, 49% had witnessed mental

abuse, and 10% had witnessed sexual abuse.

Şirin & Rogers-Şirin (2015) did research with 311 children (mean age 12) at a refugee

camp in Türkiye in 2012. They conducted a study on the traumatic experiences and

psychological problems of children that are under temporary protection status in Turkey.

Results revealed that compared to their Turkish peers, they are in a higher risk group for

survival. These children had experienced very high levels of trauma:

• 79% of children witnessed the deaths of family members

• 60% of children witnessed physical injury or shooting of a family member

• 30% of children were exposed to violence (injury, shooting)
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• almost half of the children had post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), ten times more

often than other children

• 44% of the children showed symptoms of depression

• almost a quarter of these children experiences daily psychosomatic pains in their arms

and legs

• about one in five children experiences headaches on a daily basis

In February 2023, Unicef reported that 4.6 million Turkish children and 2.5 million Syrian

children were affected by the earthquake in Turkey and Syria. One year after the earthquake,

according to the data announced by Unicef (2024), psychological support was provided to

1.5 million children and caregivers in Turkey.

Germany: In Germany in over the the last number of years, several discussions about

child abuse, neglect and emotional and physical maltreatment of children and also of

sexual abuse were held.

Research on respondents from the general population (n = 2504) aged 14 and over

shows the presence of severe emotional maltreatment in 1.6% of respondents, severe

physical maltreatment was reported by 2.8% of respondents and severe sexual

maltreatment by 1.9%. Severe emotional neglect was reported by 6.6% of respondents

and severe physical neglect by 10.8%. In the most recent study on the prevalence of

sexual violence in Germany, a representative sample of 2513 persons over 14 years of age

was interviewed. It showed that 0.6% of the male respondents and 1.2% of the female

respondents reported having been victims of sexualised violence within the last 12 months

(Witt, Glaesmer, Jud et al., 2018).

Namibia: In a study about post-traumatic stress disorder amongst children aged 8–18

affected by the 2011 northern-Namibia floods (Taukeni S. G., Chitiyo,G., Chitiyo, M. Asino,

and G. Shipena, G.) the results show that 55.2% of learners aged 12 and below and 72.8%

of learners aged 13 and above reported experiencing symptoms of trauma following the

floods in Northern Namibia, 2 years after the event.

Descendants of the genocide that was committed by the German Truppe in Namibia

against the Herero and Nama people of Namibia in 1904 -1908 have revealed signs of

transgenerational trauma.

Many children and adults continue to battle the persisting trauma caused by the COVID

19 pandemic between 2020 – 2023 (deaths of loved ones, isolation from friends, falling

behind with education targets, online learning) (UNESCO, 2022).

In a study on children’s use of online platforms and vulnerabilities in the online space

in Namibia, 81% of children aged 12–17 were found to be internet users during the time

of the research. In the past year alone, 9% of internet users aged 12–17 in Namibia

were subjected to clear examples of online sexual exploitation and abuse that included

blackmailing children to engage in sexual activities, sharing their sexual images without

permission, or coercing them to engage in sexual activities through promises of money
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or gifts (ECPAT, INTERPOL, and UNICEF (2022). There are continuous cases reported of

childhood trauma emanating from abuse in the online space.

A child abuse survey conducted in Namibia revealed that nearly two out of five females

(39.6%) and males (45.0%) aged 18-24 years experienced physical, sexual, or emotional

violence in childhood (Ministry of Gender Equality, Poverty Eradication and Child Welfare,

Republic of Namibia, 2020).

Possible Effects of Trauma

Exposure to different types of traumatic events may have different consequences. Not

everyone who experiences a traumatic event develops post-traumatic stress disorder, as

the experience of a potentially traumatic event and the way in which an individual processes

it can vary greatly from person to person. Therefore, it should not be assumed that the

experience of one or more potentially traumatic events will automatically lead to

traumatisation, or that a person is not affected by traumatisation simply because they

have not developed clear symptoms. Crucially, trauma is subjective; what one person may

consider to be a severe trauma may not be regarded as such by another (Courtois & Ford,

2016). Some situations such as the magnitude of the traumatic event, the way it occurred,

its duration and how many people were affected by this event, as well as the person’s own

coping mechanisms and previous experiences determine how traumatic this event can be

for this person.

Effects on the nervous system and the brain

Traumatic events can change both psychological and physical processes, as the body

remains in a state of defence that is no longer present but is still experienced as persistently

threatening. Trauma-induced changes affect the nervous system, which is limited in its

ability to regulate. Traumatisation can only be processed when the permanent stress

reaction has come to an end and the entire organism can operate again from a safe state

(van der Kolk, 2023, p. 90).

In threatening situations, the stress level arises to enable a person to defend himself.

The sympathetic nervous system is activated and stress-related hormones are released in

the body. If there is no way out of the threatening situation, the stress level rises further. In

the brain control activity is directed to the brainstem and the fight and/or flight response is

initiated. This is an automatic response that the person cannot control.

If the danger still cannot be averted, the organism switches to survival mode. In addition

to the sympathetic nervous system, part of the parasympathetic nervous system is

activated. This puts the body into a state of reduced energy so that the danger can be

survived. With the sympathetic system still activated it is as if one were trying to

simultaneously accelerate fully and brake fully. This puts the body into a state of “freezing”

where reactions are no longer possible and information cannot be processed (Van der Kolk,
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2023, S. 135). “In a state of shock, the images disintegrate into fragmentary fragments that

concentrate exclusively on the threatening aspects that stand out most” (Levine, 2011, S.

152).

To be traumatised means to have had one’s boundaries violated. This violation is

primarily physical rather than psychological. The nervous system loses its ability to regulate

and to adapt. It remains in a state of hyperarousal or hypoarousal and can no longer

adapt appropriately to a situation (Levine/Kline in: Jäckle et al., 2017, S. 695). As a result,

rapid shifts between states occur and emergency responses such as fight, flight or freeze

are sometimes triggered even by minor demands. There is also a risk of using substitute

strategies for regulation, such as medication, drugs, alcohol, risky behaviour, overeating or

self-harm. Thus a really important and helpful aspect of supporting traumatised people is

to help them to regulate their nervous system.

A variety of possible effects of traumatic life experiences on the brain, the body and

especially on learning and developmental processes have been identified. All these

processes take place very quickly and automatically in the brain. An important part of this

is that memory plays an important role in these processes, which is particularly affected by

trauma.

In comprehending trauma an examination of the brain and autobiographical memory is

essential. This memory can be delineated into two distinct categories: cold memory and hot
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memory. Cold memory encompasses factual recollections of life-time periods and specific

events, typically stored as objective information. For instance, one might recall being in the

workshop of the project “All Means All” in June 2023, engaged in discussions about trauma

(Huber, 2020). Conversely, hot memory encompasses emotional and sensory recollections,

incorporating subjective experiences such as feelings and thoughts, alongside

physiological responses like increased heart rate, respiration, or perspiration. Through the

amalgamation of these hot memories, a fear network is constructed within the brain.

The functionality and even the structural composition of the brain undergo alterations

when individuals encounter life-threatening situations, as stress induces changes within the

brain’s dynamics.During a situation where flight is unattainable and fighting appears futile,

individuals may experience a state of freezing. This triggers an alert within our systems,

leading to a disconnection between hot and cold memory networks. Consequently, data

regarding the situation may be inadequately stored.

Subsequently, when such individuals encounter stimuli reminiscent of the traumatic

event, the fear network is reactivated, plunging them into a state of disorientation

commonly known as flashbacks. In these instances, individuals may perceive themselves

as being once again in the midst of warfare, experiencing torture, or enduring instances of

past bullying by peers.

The symptoms associated with post-traumatic stress disorder can be divided into three

groups: symptoms of hyperarousal, caused by the changes in the nervous system described

above; symptoms of re-experiencing, caused by the altered storage of the experience in

the memory; and, thirdly, avoidance behaviours and withdrawal, so that stress triggers and

symptoms of re-experiencing are avoided as far as possible.

According to the currently valid DSM-5, these include the following possible symptoms

and behaviours:
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Criterion Symptom description

Intrusion Symptoms (B)

• Recurrent, involuntary and distressing memories of the
traumatic event

• Distressing dreams where the content relates to the
traumatic event

• Dissociative reactions (e.g. flashbacks) where the individual
feels or acts as if the traumatic event ist recurring

• Intense or prolonged psychological distress upon exposure
to internal or external cues related to the event

• Marked physiological reactions to reminders that symbolise
or resemble aspects of the traumatic event

Avoidance and Negative
Alterations in Cognition and

Mood

• Avoidance of distressing memories, thoughts, or feelings
associated with the traumatic event

• Avoidance of external reminders (people, places, activities)
that bring up memories or the traumatic event

• Persistent negative emotional state (e.g. fear, anger, guilt,
shame)

• Markedly diminished interest or participation in significant
activities

• Feelings of detachment or estrangement from others
• Persistent inability to experience positive emotions

Marked Alterations in Arousal
and Reactivity

• Irritable behaviour or angry outbursts
• Reckless or self-destructive behaviour

• Hypervigilance
• Exaggerated startle response

• Difficulty concentrating
• Sleep disturbance (e.g.) difficulty falling or staying asleep or

restless sleep

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013, S.271f)

This is only a rough overview of symptoms; a wide range of other forms of expression

of traumatisation can develop, which can then be assigned to these subgroups in terms

of their origin. What all forms of expression of traumatisation have in common is that

they make subjective sense in the context of the individual’s life experience and, more

specifically, the traumatic experience, or at least made sense for survival in an earlier period.

Effects on physical and mental health

Children and adolescents who have experienced traumatic events often exhibit a series of

other types of social-emotional and behavioural problems. Although not all children who

experience challenging situations develop symptoms of trauma, the majority often have

problems with fear, anxiety, depression, anger and hostility, aggression, self-destructive

behaviour, feelings of isolation and stigma, poor self-esteem, difficulty in trusting others,
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substance abuse, and sexual maladjustment among many other emotional and behavioural

difficulties. Children who have experienced traumas also often have relationship problems

with peers and family members as well as problems with acting out, which leads to difficulty

with academic performance.

There are a number of psychiatric disorders that are associated with traumatic

experiences. These may include anxiety disorders such as separation anxiety, panic

disorder, and generalised anxiety disorder; and externalising disorders such as attention-

deficit/ hyperactivity disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, and conduct disorders (Frieze,

2016).

Trauma can have physical and mental impacts:

In addition to the emotional and psychological difficulties explained above, trauma can

have physical and mental impacts. When a child experiences a traumatic event, it can

negatively affect their physical development. The stress related to the trauma can impair

the development of their immune and central nervous systems, making it harder to achieve

their full potential. Because of poor health and poor general well-being, they may experience

lack of sleep, lack of appetite or binge eating and poor self-esteem. The children can

experience concentration and memory difficulties and struggle to complete learning tasks.

These are impacts of trauma and should not be confused with Attention-Deficit

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), or learning disabilities. The child may undergo learning and

social-emotional difficulties as a result of the trauma, as their bodies are drained by the

traumatic experience (Maercker & Hecker, 2016). These are complex psychological and

psychiatric conditions which require the interventions of professional psychologists.

Activity: Think of a big problem you or a friend experienced as a child.

In one paragraph, describe the event. What happened and what caused the problem? How

did you or your friend respond/ react? How did it affect your life / the life of your friend? Go

back to the list above and select any five impacts you think could have been your or your

friend’s reactions to the trauma. Create a table where you write down the term and what it

means for example:

Term/ Impact

Behaviour / Thoughts

Meaning

Symptoms or Effects of Trauma

Effects on the educational process

Traumatic experiences undermine students’ ability to learn, form relationships, and manage

their feelings and behaviour and place them at increased risk for trauma and a range of

negative academic, social, emotional, and occupational outcomes (Rossen & Hull, 2013).

If not managed properly, this makes the learning environment unsuitable for all children.

Children affected might start to underperform in learning situations, even if they did not
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present with learning difficulties before. Teachers should refrain from blaming or labelling

them. Instead, teachers could conference with the learner and where possible with parents

and guardians of the learner showing the above signs to try and understand the issues they

are facing. They should try to work on achievable targets with the learner.

Exposure to trauma can “impact learning, behaviour, and social, emotional, and

psychological functioning” (Kuban & Steele, 2011, p. 41). Maslow’s hierarchy of eeds

suggests that children whose basic needs – such as physiological needs, a sense of

security, and emotional needs are not met, are more likely to be unable to concentrate

and achieve in school. These children will have difficulties with concentration, memory,

application of knowledge and focus. These learners will develop emotional and behavioural

problems, which will in turn manifest poor academic performance, with poor attendance

and low reading and numeracy levels (https://khironclinics.com/blog/trauma-and-

education).

Learners who have experienced trauma may struggle with reading and writing skills,

participation in debate and discussion, and solving mathematical and other cognitive

problems. The development of each of these skills relies on the brain’s ability to organise,

comprehend, remember, learn, trust, and produce work. A big part of cognitive functioning

is emotional self-regulation, attention, and optimism demonstrated in a belief in oneself.

The ability to control one’s emotions, retain attention, and behaviours are crucial for healthy

brain development and personal growth through education (https://khironclinics.com/blog/

trauma-and-education). Unfortunately, traumatic experiences disrupt these brain processes

and concerted efforts are needed to restore and normalise emotions and functions needed

for learning and socialisation.

Here are some examples of how trauma interferes with the brain functions:

• Hindered development of brain areas associated with language and communication

• Jeopardised sense of self

• Compromised ability to pay attention in class

• Reduced memory – difficulty following instructions

• Poor organisation skills

• Difficulty grasping ’cause and effect’ relationships (https://khironclinics.com/blog/

trauma-and-education).

Case study

Suppose that you have a 13-year-old boy in your class who recently lost both his parents

as a result of COVID-19. Your learner is the eldest of the siblings and has since taken over

a parental role over his younger brother (12 years old) and a younger sister (7 years old).

These children have no problem accessing food and other basic necessities because their

parents left enough resources for them to survive on. However, this eldest child finds it

difficult to supervise all the activities at home, including the sibling’s school work. By the
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time he sits down to focus on his own academic work, he is tired. He comes to class with

incomplete homework and sometimes he writes his work in the wrong book.

• Would you say that this boy and his siblings had a traumatic experience? Explain your

answer.

• From the list above, what do you think is the specific area of this boy’s brain that is

affected by the new role of caring for his siblings?

• Make three suggestions on how you would support this boy in class.

Importance of Trauma-Informed Education

Children and adolescents are the ones who become the victims of traumatic events the

most. They are usually school aged children, and if they are lucky, they can attend a school.

For instance, the majority of refugees fleeing the Syrian war are children, and the schools

they attend are often forced to meet the psychological, social, and educational needs of

these children who are victims of war (Sullivan & Simonson, 2016).

Schools are places where students can learn, explore, and grow as individuals. However,

a crisis or traumatic incident that occurs within the school community jeopardises the

mental well-being and academic progress of pupils (Finelli & Zeanah, 2019). These crises

can manifest in many different ways, such as a natural disaster, a war, or the death of a

pupil. Crisis situations in schools can be acutely traumatic, but they can also have long-

lasting effects on students’ well-being. For instance, psychological vulnerabilities such as

post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, and depression are linked to natural catastrophes

(Makwana, 2019). Finally, by interfering with students’ metacognitive learning processes,

the psychological impacts of trauma can hinder academic achievement (Panlilio et al.,

2019). At the same time, stress reactions experienced by children and adolescents in

trauma situations make learning almost impossible and also cause behavioural problems

at school (Dyregrov, 2004). Therefore, attending to kids’ post-crisis mental health needs

may help to lessen the effects of long-term trauma. However, research revealed that many

schools lack comprehensive plans for responding to crisis situations (Sokol et al., 2021).

Figure 1 demonstrates the trauma cycle in an educational setting. Children affected

by trauma might start to underperform in learning situations, even if they did not have

learning difficulties before. They might also demonstrate behavioural problems. If not

handled properly by the educators, the trauma cycle continues, and new traumas due to

punishments, failure, or bullying may be added to the original trauma. We can say that if

not focused/handled properly, trauma can make the learning environment unsuitable for

all children. Instead schools should try to work on achievable targets with the learner.

Teachers can also confer with the learner showing the above signs to try and understand
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the issues they are facing. By observing students during lessons and other activities at

school, it may be advisable to adjust the educational environment and/or homework

according to the specific needs of the learner. The timely involvement of teachers or a child

mental health professional, depending on their academic, social or psychological needs,

may help to resolve the child’s problem before it progresses further.

Schools are critically important settings to intervene and foster trauma-affected children’s

resilience. As Weist, Paternite, and Adelsheim (2005) stated, schools play an important role

in community-based mental health. Because many children and families can be reached

easily, it is a very practical place to implement change. Therefore, considering the effects of

trauma on children’s well-being and the role of schools in the community, we can say that

teachers and other school personnel should be informed about the trauma.

Trauma-informed education means teaching with the awareness that children go through

serious, challenging events, and those experiences can affect learning. has the following

characteristics:
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• It is a strength-based approach

• It emphasises safety in all aspects for both educators and students

• It creates opportunities for people who have survived trauma to rebuild a sense of

control and empowerment (Hopper, Bassuk, & Olivet, 2010, p. 82).

Trauma informed Interventions

“Trauma-informed approaches in schools must be implemented at all levels, from

classroom practices to school policies, in order to create a consistent and supportive

environment for students.” (Luthar & Mendes, 2020, p. 148)

In order to establish educational institutions as environments that are responsive to

social circumstances which have the potential to cause psychological trauma, it is essential

to consider a multi-faceted approach that ensures the safety and well-being of young

learners, even in the aftermath of traumatic life experiences. Firstly, educators require

trauma-specific knowledge to facilitate individualised relationships and lessons. Given that

teachers typically work with groups rather than individuals, there is also a need for

opportunities to work with groups in a trauma-sensitive way. Secondly, social awareness

and recognition of the factors that cause trauma and the need to take responsibility for this

as a task for society as a whole is essential.

Individual-based interventions – Experiencing school as a safe space

After harrowing and potentially traumatising experiences, people also need to feel safe

in everyday life. In a trauma-sensitive context, we talk about creating safe spaces. This

means not only making the environment in which the person lives safe, it also includes

the willingness of the environment to be there in situations of stress, to help with stress

regulation, to reorient in crisis situations and to develop a high level of sensitivity to

the person’s need for safety. “Schools must create trauma-sensitive environments where

students can feel safe and supported, which in turn fosters their capacity for learning.”

(Luthar & Mendes, 2020, p. 148).

In order to achieve this, educational establishments must first be prepared to address the

consequences and requirements of traumatic experiences. It is also essential to cultivate a

trauma-sensitive approach throughout the institution, enabling the identification of trauma-

specific indicators and the implementation of trauma-sensitive strategies. “In trauma-

informed schools, adults are trained to understand that disruptive behaviours are often not

intentional but are rooted in a child’s emotional pain.” (Luthar & Mendes, 2020, p. 148).

There are some general principles and methodological considerations that should be

taken into account in schools and in teaching, which will be discussed in the following

section:

a) Experiencing a Secure Relationship

Both brain research and therapy research have shown that the main condition for
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successful trauma processing is the corrective experience of a relationship that provides

security. “According to previous empirical knowledge, it can be assumed that the correction

of the loss of trust through new, positive experiences about the reliability of relationships is

perhaps the most important starting point for dealing with traumatic experiences” (Hüther,

2002, w.p..; translated b.t. authors).

This is not simply about being in the company of other people, but about experiencing

reciprocity with at least one person in the sense of being truly heard, seen and responded

to (Van der Kolk, 2023, p.132). It is not necessary for this supportive person to be always

available; resilience research shows impressively that the willingness to see and support a

person is more important than a permanent presence.

Kline (2020, p.120) offers very good guidance on how to create secure relationships and

support secure attachment experiences with 8 points:

1. Safety, containment and warmth, transmitted through the adults own well-regulated

nervous system

2. Soft mutual eye gazing

3. Shared attention, intention and focus – this is called “attunement” and is experienced

as a sincere desire to discover the needs, intentions, and energetic rhythms of the other

and to be in synchrony

4. Appropriate touch or appropriate proximity, which does not have to involve physical

contact

5. Soothing voice, rhythmic movement programmes

6. Harmonious movements, synchronised movements and facial gestures

7. Having pleasure: smile, play and laugh together

8. Alteration between quiet an arousing /stimulating activities

When teachers include these aspects in their teaching, new, corrective experiences of

security in relationships can be experienced.

b) Support through co-regulation

As described in Chapter 2, traumatic life experiences alter the ability of the stress system

to regulate itself appropriately to a given situation. It remains in hyperarousal or

hypoarousal or switches between these states. In such heightened states, learning and

emotional regulation become difficult. Educators must create an atmosphere where

students feel physically and emotionally safe. This includes using a calm tone of voice,

controlling body language, and maintaining patience, especially during moments of

heightened stress by being regulated of their own emotional states. “Co-regulation, where

adults help children manage their emotional states through calm and supportive

interactions, is critical in helping trauma-affected children develop the ability to self-regulate

over time” (Walkley & Cox, 2013, p. 124).

c) Being sensitive to students’ signals
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It is frequently the case that trauma is not conveyed through verbal communication,

but rather through vegetative responses that give rise to behavioural patterns, specific

requirements or barriers. This refers to the importance of educators being keenly aware

of students’ nonverbal cues, such as body language, facial expressions, and tone of voice.

Educators must learn to read these nonverbal signals to gauge how much stimulation

or learning a child can handle at any given time. This attunement allows teachers to

adjust their approach, providing individualised support that meets the child where they are

emotionally. A very helpful question to ask yourself or the young learners is: “Are you doing

this/showing this behaviour, because of……?” (Weiß, 2016, p.122f).

d) Being present

Being present means giving attention to students in the moment, ensuring they feel seen

and understood. Educators who are mentally and emotionally present with their students

help to create a sense of security, which is crucial for building strong, supportive

relationships. This mindfulness not only fosters emotional safety but also models healthy

relational patterns, which can have a profound healing effect for children who may have

experienced inconsistent or harmful relationships in the past.

e) Transparency, predictability, routines and structures

People who have experienced trauma often view the world as unpredictable and unsafe.

Establishing predictability in their daily routines can help mitigate this sense of chaos. The

principle of predictability emphasises the importance of routine, structure, and repeated

positive experiences. When students can anticipate what will happen next, they are more

likely to feel secure and less likely to act out due to anxiety or fear (Garner et al., 2012).

Predictability also reinforces a sense of control, which trauma-affected children often lack

in other areas of their lives. Educators can implement predictability by maintaining

consistent schedules, providing clear expectations, and offering regular feedback to help

students feel grounded in their school environment.

f) Participation and opportunities for choice and control

If a person has experienced situations in which they have felt completely helpless and out

of control in the face of an extreme threat, they need to feel in control at all times. Demands

or unclear situations, which are usually difficult or impossible for the learner to influence in

a school, can therefore have a triggering effect. For this reason, it is necessary for learners

to have the opportunity to shape things that affect them. For example, they need to be able

to choose the order in which they start tasks. They also need agreed alternative strategies

and emergency signals for situations in which they have no direct choice (Kline, 2020, p.

108).

g) Trauma-sensitive crisis interventions

Trauma-affected children may have difficulty regulating their emotions, which can lead

to outbursts or extreme reactions when they feel threatened or overwhelmed. In addition,

trauma-related triggers or feelings of insecurity can lead to rapid, uncontrollable increases

in stress, resulting in emergency responses such as fight or flight. In such situations, it is
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crucial for educators not to let their own emotions intensify the situation. “This means that

teachers are themselves well-regulated and poised to contain conflict rather than feed the

fire of a scared student” (Kline, 2020, p. 147). Instead, staying calm and controlled, even

in the face of emotional distress, helps de-escalate the situation and provides a model of

emotional regulation for the student.

One crisis intervention that is often necessary is reorientation from flashbacks and

dissociation. In addition to the ability to recognise them, this requires methods of

reorientation. This means taking the person out of the stressful experience and bringing

them back to the sensory reality of the here and now. This can be done by talking to them,

by focusing their attention on what they can see, hear and feel, or by using pre-arranged

skills.

An example for a step-by-step plan for reorientation:

1. Making contact: make contact from a distance (so as not to frighten the other person)

by briefly introducing yourself to the person: ‘I am …’.

2. Orientation: Briefly inform the person where they are: ‘You are safe here. Today is 23

October 2011 and we are in the living room of the flat at Amselstraße 5.’

3. Activation: You can then try to activate the person by giving easily understandable

prompts (‘Try as best you can to open your eyes, move your hands …’).

4. Further activation: If the first activation is successful, it is helpful to ask the person to

look around the room and, for example, to name a given number of objects.

5. Self-reorientation: For self-reorientation, the person can now be asked again what their

name is, how old they are and whether they know where they are.

6. Clarification: The other person is then briefly informed that they have just had a

flashback and were in an old film.

7. Maintain contact: Then ask if it is possible to make eye contact and maintain contact

with the person (Scherwath & Friedrich, 2016, p. 167).

Group interventions

For children or youth who have experienced trauma, there are many group interventions

available in addition to individual ones. Group interventions enable the delivery of the

intervention to more kids at once. This method of delivery is seen as especially helpful

in lower-and middle-income nations, where resources can be especially scarce after

widespread traumas like natural disasters or conflict. Even the health systems of developed

countries may find it difficult to respond to the needs after mass traumas.When compared

to individual evidence-based interventions such as Trauma Focussed Cognitive Behavioural

Therapy (tf -CBT), group treatments frequently require less training for facilitators (or on-

the-job training through the role of co-facilitator), and can be provided by non-mental
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health professionals. This allows a greater number of children to access support (Berger &

Gelkopf, 2009; UNICEF, 2021).

The effectiveness of group-based therapies was examined in a recent meta-analysis

(Davis et al., 2023). A total of 42 studies involving about 5998 kids (aged between 6 to

18 years) were included. In comparison to no treatment, the study indicated that such

interventions, particularly those based on cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), were

effective in reducing trauma symptoms and depression. There was proof of effectiveness

when given to a variety of trauma-exposed groups, including those exposed to war or

conflict, natural disasters, and abuse, in extremely complex and resource-limited contexts.

The authors of this study also concluded that the results of the study have important

implications for contexts in which group programmes may be the most or only viable

option, including communities exposed to conflict or natural disasters and poorly resourced

services. While individual tf-CBT remains the best-evidenced treatment for Post-Traumatic

Stress Disorders (PTSD) in children, our meta-analysis demonstrates that group

programmes are also a valuable therapeutic resource.

Some of these CBT based trauma-focused group interventions are translated and

adapted to different cultures. Tf-CBT in group format usually 12 sessions, Deblinger, Pollio,

& Dorsey, 2016), Teaching Recovery Techniques (TRT, usually 5 sessions, Children and

War Foundation, 2002-2018), and Cognitive Behavioral Intervention for Trauma in Schools

(CBITS, usually 10 sessions, Jaycox et al., 2012) are the most commonly used programmes.

These programmes also include parent/caregiver sessions.

In order to give an example, the outline of the TRT intervention that was developed

by Children and War Foundation will be briefly presented here. The Children and War

Foundation develops and disseminates effective psychological procedures for helping large

numbers of traumatised children by teaching techniques to recover from trauma. They have

developed five manuals to help children cope with their reactions to war, disasters, and

violence. The names of the manuals are, Children and War Manual, Children and Disasters

Manual, Children and Grief Manual, Writing for Recovery Manual, and Manual for Children

Between 4 and 8 Years. The Teaching Recovery Techniques (TRT) manual is based on the

A-B-C model (Thoughts and memories, Feelings, and Behaviours) of CBT and includes five

group sessions for children and adolescents and two parent sessions. The main goal of the

program is to show the children that their reactions are normal for their situation and that

they are not going crazy. Specifically the goal is to give children skills to regain control over

their thoughts and feelings and be able to remember without being overwhelmed. There are

several studies that prove the effectiveness of TRT. For instance, Barron et al. (2013; 2016)

and Qouta et al. (2012) implemented it after war in Palestine; Chen et al. (2014) used it

for traumatic bereavement in China, Ooi et al. (2016) implemented it after war in Australia,

Pityaratstian et al. (2015) used it after natural disasters in Thailand.
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Community-Based Interventions

Statistical evidence indicates that a significant proportion of individuals experience

traumatic events throughout their lifespan. The social implications of trauma,

traumatisation and the ways in which these can be addressed are therefore also worthy

of consideration. In this context, it is pertinent to examine how society can enhance

awareness of these issues, how it can facilitate effective responses and what options are

available.

It is imperative to begin by establishing a culture of openness and communication.

It is essential that within a society, there is an understanding of the emergence and

consequences of trauma. In order to make grievances visible, it is necessary to create

spaces in which trauma can be addressed. It is very important that those who have suffered

are afforded the opportunity to articulate their experiences. The following section will

examine the issue of sexual violence in Germany in closer detail.

In Germany, following the revelation of numerous scandals concerning the sexual abuse

of children and young people in educational institutions, a commission was established

to investigate these incidents. The Federal Ministry of Education and Research allocated

funding for research into sexual violence, with the aim of facilitating further investigation

and reappraisal of the issue. The commission provides a forum for those affected to

articulate or document their experiences. Furthermore, it serves as a representative of the

affected parties within society. The objective is to elucidate the structural conditions that

facilitated the occurrence of the abuse. It would be beneficial for contemporary social

sectors to adopt a similar approach. One consequence of these endeavours in recent

times is discernible in the Child and Youth Welfare Act (KJSG), which mandates that

institutions engaged in the care of children and young people must possess a binding

violence prevention strategy.

It is of the utmost importance for societies to establish structures that render the

occurrence of man-made trauma an improbable outcome. Conversely, it is imperative that

instances of trauma are brought to the fore within society, and that those affected are

provided with the requisite assistance and backing.

Empowering Teachers with Trauma-Informed Pedagogy

Why should teachers and other educational personnel be empowered in
trauma-informed education?

Trauma-informed education provides teachers with the tools to effectively manage

traumatic stress, facilitates the provision of comprehensive support to other members of

the school and education community, and enables the delivery of targeted training and skills

development. A school-wide trauma-informed education approach has been demonstrated

to enhance students’ sense of comfort (de Stigter et al., 2024).
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It is incumbent upon educators to be conversant with the following areas:

The objective is to provide guidance on how to respond to the needs of students who

have experienced trauma. The regulation of stress levels is a crucial aspect of maintaining

mental health and well-being in educational settings. This can be achieved through a

combination of school- and classroom-based methods. The first objective is to establish

school as a secure environment. The second objective is to determine the most appropriate

course of action to take when a student is experiencing a crisis or a stressful situation.

Furthermore, the curriculum encompasses a range of additional methodologies,

including stress management, classroom management, anti-discrimination activities, peer

bullying prevention, and numerous other subjects.

The remaining contents include the definition of trauma, its various types (such as

those resulting from war and migration, child abuse and neglect, natural disasters, loss

and mourning), the causes of trauma, the symptoms of trauma, the short- and long-term

effects of trauma, and the effects of trauma on the learning process. Additionally, the

course addresses how to respond to trauma. The training will equip teachers and school

administrators with the knowledge and skills to identify and respond to the needs of

children exhibiting symptomatic behaviours in the educational environment. This will

include guidance on positive discipline, classroom management, in-class psycho-social

support activities, peer bullying and anti-discrimination activities.

Why teachers’ well-being is important?

Being a teacher is already a stressful role and there is always a risk of burnout. So many

things are going on in school and teachers usually receive little or sometimes no support at

all. Teachers are usually the ones who do the heavy emotional work and this leads to stress

and burnout. As teachers are charged with constantly balancing multiple responsibilities,

there is generally little deliberate attention to their own emotional well-being, thus

threatening abilities to withstand the continuing stressors that come with their demanding

work lives (Richards, Levesque-Bristol, Templin, & Graber, 2016).

In the literature, it is stated that people involved in the education and rehabilitation

process of traumatised children are affected by this experience, both positively and

negatively. Positive effects are mostly related to post-traumatic growth, resilience, and

satisfaction, and they are called vicarious post-traumatic growth, vicarious resilience, and

compassion satisfaction. However, there are some other effects that are negative, such

as secondary trauma and burnout. These negative effects not only affect the individual

person (teacher or helper) but also other systems (education, organisation, NGO, etc.) and

individuals (other students and family members of the teachers and helpers). Neglecting

teachers’ psychological health is problematic because this can greatly affect their students

(Schonert-Reichl, 2017). It should be something like wearing the mask yourself first and

then helping your children in a flight.
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The literature also provides some information that people who contribute to helping

processes neglect their own self-care (Figley, 1995; Stamm, 2010). In many countries,

teachers delivering trauma-informed education (life skills teachers, teacher counsellors,

school counsellors, etc.) lack facilities where their emotional well-being can be restored. It

is also important to note that dysregulated teachers cannot support dysregulated children.

It is advisable for educators to seek therapeutic support when triggered by behaviour or

trauma responses within the classroom. Thus, it is very important for those who provide

services to traumatised people to be informed about the importance of self-care and to use

self-care skills in their lives in order to maintain their well-being.

Self-care encompasses all the actions that individuals take to protect their well-being and

to cope with stress effectively. Professional self-care of therapists or people who provide

support to traumatised people can be defined by Wise and Barnett’s (2016) definition. Self-

care is the routine behaviours that individuals consciously perform in order to protect or

improve their physical, emotional, social and spiritual well-being in their professional life.

Showalter (2020) listed the activities that need to be done in order to improve the level

of self-care as follows. Staying calm, being aware of feelings, thoughts and behaviours and

experiencing them in the present moment, meditating, exercising, eating regularly, spending

time with loved ones, sleeping regularly, taking time to rest, appreciating oneself and what

they are doing, accepting the difficulty of providing assistance. Sholter (2010) also shared

a list of what not to do. This list includes: working harder than usual, giving up on leisure

activities and personal needs and interests, ignoring the problem, complaining, blaming

coworkers, quitting to look for another job or looking for surface solutions.

Lastly, educational staff or people who provide help are also human beings and must

accept this and continue to work according to their own well-being. Especially after

traumatic events which affect so many people at the same time, such as earthquakes,

legally and ethically, it is not appropriate for people to offer help by neglecting their own

well-being. In the same line, legal authorities should not expect them to help others or

continue their work while they are not feeling well.

Conclusion and Questions

This chapter provided insights into the situations that lead to trauma among children

across the globe. We further unpacked the concept of trauma, the types of trauma and

its effects on the brain and aspects such as physical and mental health on individuals

and their significant others. We provided examples of trauma affecting children from the

perspective of four different countries. We mainly focused on trauma-informed education

and its application in inclusive and democratic schools. We explained the concept in terms

of its meaning, both subjectively and objectively and provided guidelines to teachers on

how to use trauma-informed education. We also provided information on the importance
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of teacher-wellbeing in the process of providing psycho-social care and support to their

learners.

We concluded that trauma among children is a widespread phenomenon and should

be treated with sensitivity. Learners from diverse cultural backgrounds perceive trauma

differently. Teachers should observe their learners carefully and be aware of their own

biases. It is important to note that there is silence around issues contributing to trauma

amongst children, especially the man-made and environmentally created traumas.

Learners might not disclose, and therefore, teachers must be attuned to notice inner-

suffering of learners and attempt to support them through the process by using culturally

relevant and inclusive trauma-informed approaches. Some learners develop PTSD and they

would need further support from schools and communities. Such support can only be

provided if schools and communities can work together in the minimisation of the trauma

effects and the prevention of primary and secondary trauma.

While teachers have a responsibility to respond to the needs of their learners who

experience trauma, they should be conscious of their own emotional well-being and seek

support they may need to continue with their demanding responsibilities toward learners

who undergo traumatic experiences. The chapter ends with recommendations to increase

awareness on trauma-informed education and to enhance teachers’ capacity to deal with

traumatisation emanating from changing societies.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=455#h5p-13

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Which aspects of trauma-informed education are already being implemented in your

school?
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• What changes does your school need to make to become a trauma-informed

institution?

• Is there anything you would like to change in order to work in a more trauma-sensitive

way?

• What social necessities do you see to break the silence about trauma in society and in

institutions?
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Anna Frizzarin; Damini Sharma; Jean Karl Grech; and Valerio Ferrero

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=649#oembed-1

Example Case

Fig. 1: Example case.
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Take some time to look at Figure 1 above. It depicts an unknown person who is receiving the

comments displayed around them. You may notice that these comments do not specify an

identity but mainly are using words such as “you” and “we”, or “us” and “them”. This is being

done so that you, our reader, firstly reflect on who you think this individual could be and

secondly to think about the emotions that they may be feeling as they hear them. As a

teacher in training, it would be also beneficial to reflect on this scenario taking place in a

school environment and apply the same two questions to this context. We suggest that you

list or write both the identities and feelings you think of, so that you can refer to them as you

read this chapter.
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Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

• Who is “the other”? How do you construct “the other”?

• What are the emotions at play, in the process of (re)producing othering?

• How does othering manifest itself in schools?

• What can teachers do to counter othering processes in their classrooms/schools?

Introduction to Topic

Difference, diversity and otherness are classic themes in education generally and

specifically in teacher education. Schools, as key sites of interaction, are where individuals

often encounter “the other” – i.e., those who differ from themselves in various ways.

Teachers play a pivotal role in shaping these encounters, influencing how diversity is

navigated and understood within a given classroom or school. The concept of “the other”,

along with associated phobias, significantly impacts educational environments and the

experiences of both students and educators. Phobias linked to race, sexuality, gender

identity, and other dimensions of human diversity can foster climates of fear, exclusion, and

discrimination in schools. In educational discourse, terms like xenophobia, homophobia,

transphobia, and Islamophobia are often used to describe specific forms of prejudices

and discrimination. These phobias can trigger strong emotional reactions, and for those

who are marginalised, the resulting discrimination can lead to feelings of fear, anxiety,

shame, and social isolation. Consequently, addressing these issues is essential for creating

inclusive, supportive educational environments where all students can thrive.

This is precisely why teacher education programmes should explore this topic beyond

rhetoric. This means in the first place defining what otherness and diversity mean and

understanding the experiences linked with them in educational environments. Various

disciplines deal with this from a particular perspective: inclusive education, intercultural

education, social psychology, cultural and educational anthropology, sociology, etc.

However, given its extremely extensive and complex nature, defining the concept of

“otherness” is a very complicated task and involves the examination of related and crucial

notions like identity, difference, normality, culture, social order, etc. Therefore,

interdisciplinary exchanges are necessary and allow us to go beyond simplistic

explanations for overly complex phenomena whose understanding cannot be
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compartmentalised by a single disciplinary view (Morin, 2008). That is the reason why in

this chapter we will refer to different theories and authors, trying to merge their perspectives

in defining and addressing othering processes in education.

In doing so, this chapter focuses on the need to appreciate the uniqueness of each

person without losing sight of the sameness that characterises us as persons. Our

reflections concentrate on schools. Nonetheless, in every context there is an encounter

between people with different baggage (Ainscow, 2016; Bernstein et al., 2020). An idea

of unity (e.g., sharing a condition, a context, a perspective, a communicative code, etc.)

and at the same time an idea of diversity (e.g., the different origins, biography, reference

value system, etc.) are necessarily recalled (Granata, 2018). Unity and diversity are not

antinomies, but dialectical polarities that are in constant dynamic relationship with each

other (Granata, 2016; Lanes & Demo, 2023). Therefore, pedagogical action must take these

two different and complementary dimensions into account. An excessive focus on the

dimension of diversity runs the risk of forgetting the common humanity of people.

Conversely, a strong focus on the dimension of human equality risks perpetuating an

indifference to differences that can lead to inequalities, and a dynamic of exclusion and

marginalisation.

The dialectical model of cultural diversity elaborated by Ogay and Edelmann (2016)

explains these dynamics and the resulting need to find a never-final balance between the

dimensions of diversity and equality in order to highlight the uniqueness of each individual

without falling into a dynamic of exclusion that is difficult to overcome (see Fig. 2). This

elaboration refers specifically to cultural diversity, but we can imagine that the risk of

culturalisation is present in any type of diversity, as will be explained throughout the chapter.

Figure 2: Dialectical model of diversity
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Based on Ogay & Edelmann (2016)

In the following sections, we address this issue from a theoretical-practical perspective.

Firstly, we examine the academic debate and the various theories that describe the

processes of othering and their consequences for people’s lives, and in particular for their

educational experience. Secondly, we focus on the emotions associated with othering, both

from the perspective of those who perpetrate it and of those who experience it. Thirdly, we

concentrate on school systems and schools, showing, on the one hand, how they produce

and reproduce these phenomena and, on the other, how they can act to overcome them.

Key aspects

“The other” as a social construct

As you may have noticed from our example case, this chapter deals with the general

concept of “the other”/otherness, without framing it in specific dimensions of diversity and/

or groups. There are two reasons for this. Firstly, we are reflecting here a constructivist

stance in the definition of otherness. This means understanding otherness as a social

product emerging from the interactions among individuals and groups which, in turn, reflect

power relations and dynamics present at the societal level. Within this framework, diversity

and otherness are not fixed or given once and for all, but socially produced through socio-
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cultural practices and discourses (Wieworka, 2004). This, in turn, implies that they have

nothing to do with the intrinsic characteristics of individuals, but rather on the meanings

that are attributed to them in specific contexts (Goffman, 1968). It follows that “the other”

can be considered as such only as far as he/she/they is/are perceived and identified as

“different” by someone else. All this leads to the rejection of the idea of an ontological and/

or biological foundation of diversity, which can instead be interpreted as the result of a

relation involving certain individuals and their respective cultural systems and structures of

signification (Burbules, 1996).

The process through which “the other” is “produced” in the sense we have just described

is called othering. The term was originally coined within post-colonial theory, but the notion

itself has deeper roots and draws on several philosophical and theoretical traditions coming

from sociology, psychology and anthropology, amongst others. The concept of othering is

used to describe the processes through which someone (usually the majority or dominant

group) is ascribing difference or otherness to someone else or to some other group (usually

the minority or non-dominant group) to categorise and form individuals’ and groups’

identities (Udah, 2019). Otherness is indeed an essential category of human thought, given

that it is constitutive of the self: there must be the other for the self to exist and vice versa,

and by defining self, one defines “the other” (Canales, 2000). This dichotomy, by putting

emphasis on the differences between individuals and groups, is reflected in and based on

a dualistic or binary thinking, which distinguishes and marks a border between self and

other, us and them, ingroup and outgroup, and centre and margins (Brons, 2015; Dervin,

2012; Udah, 2019). This could for example be based on differences in terms of ethnicity,

class, gender, sexual orientation, language, ability, dress, religion or other characteristics.

Specifically, people tend to emphasise “negatively” what differentiates them from others,

in terms of some positive or desirable characteristic of the self or ingroup that “the other,

/the outgroup, does not have. Conversely some negative or undesirable characteristic

that “the other”, the outgroup, possesses and the self or ingroup does not (Crang, 1998,

cited in Brons, 2015) is emphasised. Stereotypes and prejudices play a crucial role in such

differentiations. In this way, both the identity of the self and of the others are constructed,

but while the former is not defined by difference – but is rather recognised as “the norm”,

or the standard to conform with – the latter comes to coincide with otherness, being often

stereotyped and thus usually excluded or discriminated against (Canales, 2000).

All of this finally leads us to the second reason why, in principle, we are not referring

in the current chapter to any specific diversity dimension: because we do not want to

(re)produce othering processes by defining some individuals or groups as “the others”

ourselves. Nevertheless, there will be examples in the text that refer to some specific

groups and experiences: these must be understood as an attempt to raise awareness about

exclusion and discrimination processes that need to be overcome, and not as an occasion

to reinforce them.
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Different forms/the roots of othering

As mentioned above, the concept of othering was first used by authors from the post-

colonial, feminist and cultural studies to analyse “the lived experiences and oppressions of

colonised, enslaved, marginalised, misrepresented and exploited people marked as Other”

(Udah, 2019: 4). In the following section, we will provide examples of some of these authors’

analysis of different forms of othering to exemplify how such processes take place and can

affect different identities or individual characteristics.

Post-colonial theory concerns itself with the study of the impact of colonialism on the

colonised people and their societies. This suspected impact has been on language, politics,

economy, and culture. In particular, language affects how people view and engage with

the outside world: colonisers utilise language as a means of control and dominance to

oppress the colonised. Within this framework, Gayatri Spivak first coined the term othering

and used it systematically in her essay “The Rani of Sirmur” (Spivak, 1985) to describe how

Europeans and Westerners have created differences between themselves as the norm and

the others as inferior, using the example of the relationship between the British colonisers

and Indian population. According to the author, the latter are silenced and denied their

subjectivity through the dominant discourses, and thus relegated and forced into a position

of inferiority and subalternity.

Similarly, in his writings on orientalism, Said (1979) explores how the Occidental scholars

have built and portrayed the Orient (East) as barbarous, subpar, and strange to establish its

inferiority and thus justify its colonisation, while reaffirming at the same time the cultural

superiority of the West (Udah, 2019). According to the author, Occidental scholars indeed

disregard the traditions, languages, and knowledge of the East and seek to justify colonial

dominance via oppression and the need to “civilise” the local population. In this sense, the

process of othering indeed upholds colonial legacies and strengthens societal hierarchies

by not including the knowledge of the marginalised groups who do not appear to fit in and

whose experiences are not valued (Young, 2009).

The same reasoning was used almost 30 years before by de Beauvoir ([1949] 2011) to

describe how women have essentially been constructed as “the inessential other” by men

to explain their subaltern position in society. According to the author, this is the result of a

historical process of definition and mystification that ultimately relegated them to a position

of inferiority and dependence on men. To put it in the author’s words, “she is determined

and differentiated in relation to man, while he is not in relation to her; she is the inessential

in front of the essential. He is the Subject; he is the Absolute. She is the Other” (de Beauvoir,

2011: 26). De Beauvoir’s notion of “the other” – understood as a social construct opposed

to and therefore constitutive of the self – is the one upon which the concept of othering is

based (Brons, 2015).

Foucault also examined this in the light of sex and sexuality, where he contested that

“by the Age of Reason, what was involved was a regulated and polymorphous incitement
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to discourse” on the subject leading to a repressive understanding of the nature of sex,

as a “genitally centred sexuality devoid of the fruitless pleasures” (Foucault, 1978: 34-36).

The rise of science and medicine in the 18th and 19th century brought forth a focus on

and development of terminology on the subject, which until then was devoid of language

to distinguish it. This judiciary-medical rise of knowledge and discourse on the subject,

referred to by Foucault as Bio-Power, had the capacity to categorise sex and sexuality

into, ‘notions of “normal development” and “instinctual disturbances;” and it undertook to

manage them’ (1978: 67). Thus, society became obsessed with eliminating the dangerous

and perverse practices of sexuality through medical terminology.

These same processes are related to the cultural discrimination and social oppression

often experienced by people with disability, as highlighted by Disability Studies and

advocates for the disability rights movement. According to them, the category of disability

stems from the dichotomy “abled” vs “non-/dis-abled”, based on a certain idea of the

normal body and its functioning, both of which are socially constructed notions (Davis,

2013; Monceri, 2018). This is the result of a dominant discourse defined by the so-called

medical-individual perspective (or “deficit model”), which considers disability as an internal

characteristic of the person and sees a causal link between the individual impairment and

being disabled. According to Medeghini (2010), this creates a condition of isolation for

people with disabilities, by locating “the problem” within them instead of relating it to the

possible causal role of contexts in the construction of disability.

Bourdieu’s theory of capital and social reproduction provides a critical lens through which

to examine processes of othering and exclusion in society. He posited that different forms

of capital – economic, cultural, and social – are not equally distributed, leading to the

perpetuation of social inequalities (Bourdieu,1986). Cultural capital, in particular, plays a

crucial role in this process. Bourdieu argued that educational institutions, while ostensibly

meritocratic, actually serve to reproduce social hierarchies by valuing and rewarding forms

of cultural capital possessed predominantly by the dominant classes (Bourdieu & Passeron,

1990). This unequal distribution of capital contributes to what Bourdieu termed “symbolic

violence”; a form of non-physical violence manifested in the power differential between

social groups. Bourdieu’s theory thus unveils the subtle mechanism through which social

exclusion is perpetuated, challenging the notion of a truly meritocratic society and

highlighting the deeply ingrained nature of social inequalities.

This is what happens in the caste system in India which, as analysed by Ambedkar in

“The Annihilation of Caste”, provides an insight into “the other” within society (Ambedkar,

[1936] 2022). Ambedkar’s concept of graded inequality illustrates how the caste system

establishes a hierarchy where each group is superior to those below. The persistence of

caste-based distinction leads to deeply entrenched discrimination in this form of social

stratification. For instance; restricting access, participation and opportunities of individuals

belonging to the lower castes especially Dalits. Students who belong to the lower structure
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of caste experience discrimination based on caste and are denied a share in the cultural

and social capital of society (Sukumar, 2022).

As is evident from this overview, otherness and therefore othering processes are and can

be linked to different individuals’ characteristics or identities and serve different “dominant”

groups’ purposes by producing and reinforcing power dynamics and relations. Before

describing how this is achieved, it is fundamental to highlight that some people may

experience othering also on different levels because of their multiple identities. This is

known as intersectionality. The concept has its origins in black feminism (Crenshaw, 2015;

Hill Collins, 2019) and invites a multidimensional view of inequalities and discrimination:

gender, geographic origin, religion, culture, sexual orientation, skin colour, education,

socioeconomic status, age, nationality, (dis)ability are all dimensions that can add up and

lead to inequalities and injustices that combine in unprecedented ways.

The construction of “the other”

As discussed above, othering is strongly hierarchical and lies on power dynamics between

individuals and groups, as well as relationships of inclusion and exclusion (Canales 2000;

Udah, 2019). However, one might ask at this point how othering is concretely achieved –

i.e., how others’ otherness is defined – and how it manifests itself. It is indeed not enough

for one individual to define another as “the other” to give rise to othering processes or,

at the very least, to reach its most extreme consequences. This requires that practices

and discourses related to otherness are shared and deemed legitimate within a given

community. In this sense, the construction of “the other” is deeply rooted in power

dynamics, discourse practices and knowledge production. This process is fundamental to

understanding how social exclusion and discrimination operate within various contexts,

including educational settings.

Power Dynamics and Exclusion

Those in positions of power, often representing dominant social groups, have the means to

create and disseminate knowledge about themselves and those they regard as ‘the others’

(Foucault, 1980). This power allows them to shape the discourse by establishing power and

reinforcing stereotypes about how society perceives other different groups. For instance,

as seen above, Said’s Orientalism (1978) demonstrates how Western scholars constructed

“the Orient” as backward, exotic and irrational, justifying colonial domination. Additionally,

in line with Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of cultural capital, dominant groups maintain their

power by valuing certain forms of knowledge and cultural practices over others. In Indian

educational settings, this might manifest as curriculum choices that prioritise urban, upper

caste perspectives, marginalising the experiences of rural, Dalit, and Adivasi communities

(Nambissan & Rao, 2013). Those in power often have the means to widely disseminate

their views through various platforms – social media, media, education systems, and
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cultural institutions. This influence shapes societal norms and values; often normalising the

marginalisation of certain groups (Hall, 1997).

Power, discourse, and knowledge thus intertwine to create and maintain exclusion,

discrimination, and othering in society. As Thomas-Olalde and Velho (2011) explain,

drawing on Foucault and Laclau, “discourses produce subjects” (Thomas-Olalde & Velho,

2011: 35), shaping them through dominant narratives and power structures in society.

These hegemonic discourses establish what is considered “normal” and construct

distinctions between those who belong (the “inside”) and those who do not (the “outside”).

Laclau’s concept of the “constitutive outside” is particularly relevant here. It suggests that

powerful groups define themselves by creating “the other” – often marginalised groups,

such as migrants or religious minorities. This process of othering is reinforced through

various channels, including academic discourse, media, and public debate, which often

present these groups as homogeneous and fundamentally different from the majority.

For instance, the media representation of LGBTQI+ individuals can influence how they

are perceived in society, which extends to educational institutions. McInroy and Craig’s

(2015) research highlights this through their study of LGBTQI+ youth perspectives, where

participants emphasise that media representations often reinforce problematic

stereotypes. For example, transgender individuals are frequently portrayed as “sex workers,

mentally ill… and as unlovable” (McInroy & Craig, 2015:607) or as individuals conforming

to heteronormative gender expectations. The impact of these representations extends

beyond media representations. The study found that over 20% of transgender individuals

reported experiencing verbal harassment directly stemming from these media portrayals,

with participants noting that negative media representations significantly influenced how

they were treated in various social contexts, including educational settings (McInroy &

Craig, 2015). These representations often reinforce existing stereotypes and contribute to

the othering process.

This cycle of power, discourse, and knowledge production makes exclusionary practices

seem natural and unquestionable, thereby maintaining existing power structures. By

presenting certain perspectives as “factual and given” (Thomas-Olalde & Velho, 2011: 36),

this system makes it challenging to recognise and confront discrimination and othering

in society. In this way, the oppressor, holding societal power, can therefore reinforce their

position by keeping “the other” away from centres of influence and decision-making (Freire,

1970). This exclusion prevents marginalised groups from challenging existing narratives

or contributing to knowledge production, which results in perpetuating their otherness.

In educational settings, for example, this implies that the dominant group’s culture and

practices become the norm, which can make it difficult for marginalised students to feel

included and can lead to their experiences and perspectives being overlooked or

undervalued. For instance, history curricula often present a eurocentric perspective, while

literature courses may feature few authors of colour. These omissions send powerful

messages about whose knowledge and experiences are valued in society.
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In this sense, power dynamics in educational settings – often mirroring broader societal

hierarchies – play a crucial role in shaping students’ experiences and outcomes. Paulo

Freire’s (1970) critique of the “banking model” of education highlights how traditional

teaching methods can reinforce existing power structures. In this model, teachers are

positioned as knowledge holders who deposit information into passive students, reflecting

and perpetuating societal power imbalances. The content of curricula significantly

contributes to these power dynamics. Stuart Hall in his work “Representation: Cultural

Representations and Signifying Practices” conveys that cultural representation helps us

understand how the systemic omission or misrepresentation of certain groups in

educational material shapes societal perceptions and reinforces marginalisation

(Hall,1997). For educators, understanding such power dynamics is therefore crucial. They

shape not only the content of what is taught but also how it is taught and who has access

to educational opportunities. As teachers navigate these complex dynamics, they must

be aware of how their own positions of power can influence student experiences and

outcomes, particularly for those from marginalised communities.

Among the various authors who have dealt with the processes of othering and the

possibilities of overcoming them, bell hooks1 (1994, 2003, 2010) is particularly noteworthy.

This scholar and feminist has long emphasised the importance of looking at the dynamics

of otherness, discrimination and racism from an intersectional perspective. Furthermore,

she has emphasised that educational contexts are not neutral, but themselves produce

and reproduce dynamics of inequality, dominant discourses and narratives, practises of

subalternity and social exclusion. Only the construction of new narratives, the

transformation of the classroom into a space of possibilities and the abandonment of

transmissive modes in favour of dialogical and collaborative processes of knowledge

construction, can promote marginalised voices and the awareness that there is not only one

belonging, but multiple belongings that belong to us all. Education has a central role to play,

but it too must be transformed from a decolonial perspective: diverse stories, narratives and

experiences must be given a voice and space so that they can enter into a dialogue, so that

pluralism is lived as a daily experience, in school and in society.

In this sense, intersectionality represents the key to interpreting educational and social

contexts “in the plural”, taking into account all identity variables that can lead to exclusion

and marginalisation due to their non-conformity with the dominant norm and the non-

membership of subjects to dominant groups (Al-Faham et al., 2019; Cho et al., 2013). At

the educational level, the intersectional approach shows us, on the one hand, the need to

pay attention to all those aspects of identity and personality that can lead to exclusion

1. A pseudonym for Gloria Jean Watkins. The American scholar and activist chose it in reference to the name of her

grandmother, Bell Blair Hooks. She decided that it should be written with lowercase initials so that the focus would be on

the content of her writings and not on who she is.
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due to their distance from dominant narrative and on the other hand, it emphasises that

people are not monolithic but are composed of several variables that are mixed in a unique

way. The encounter with “the other” thus becomes an opportunity for self-knowledge, for

discovering “the other” within us and for overcoming all those cognitive, emotional, social

and psychological barriers that produce othering processes.

Stereotypes, Prejudice formation and Discrimination

As mentioned above, the (collective) knowledge of “the other/s” promoted via dominant

discourses is often based on negative representations and stereotypes about them (Brons,

2015; Udah, 2019). These are in turn incorporated in individuals’ social representations

which influence their attitudes and behaviours, ultimately leading to the discrimination of

those “othered”. In this sense, othering processes are fuelled by stereotypes and prejudices.

In the following section, we will try to define these concepts and explain where they stem

from – i.e., the psychological mechanisms behind them.

The formation of stereotypes and prejudices is often a result of the overgeneralisation of

social categories. Stereotypes are general and often inaccurate beliefs about a group and

serve as the cognitive foundation of prejudice. Allport (1979:191) defines stereotypes as

“exaggerated belief(s) associated with a (social) category”. When internalised by society,

these contribute to the formation of in-groups (those perceived as similar to oneself) and

out-groups (those perceived as different or “other”). The theory of social identity (Tajfel &

Turner, 1986) suggests that individuals belonging to the same social group (ethnic group,

socio-economic class, caste, gender) naturally tend to favour members of their in-group

over members of their out-group. The out-group perceives its “members as undifferentiated

items in a unified social category, rather than in terms of their individual characteristics”

(Tajfel & Turner, 1986: 279). This often leads to in-group favouritism and out-group

discrimination. Hence, a stereotypical view of the out-group justifies discriminatory

behaviour towards its members. In educational settings like schools, this process is evident

in the formation of caste-based, class-based or language–based cliques, reinforcing

existing social divisions. Research from educational settings indicates that educators often

assume that students from the “dominant” groups hold the same views as fellow students

from the “other” group (Garibay, 2015). This situation results in students feeling “othered”,

like some form of difference from the norm.

Prejudice, instead, is defined as a “bias which devalues people because of their perceived

membership of a social group” (Abrams, 2010:3). This bias can lead to negative attitudes

towards out-groups based on stereotypes and has both cognitive and emotional

components (Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995). The cognitive aspect involves the stereotypical

beliefs about the out-group, while the emotional aspect involves an element of fear,

uncertainty or anger towards them. These prejudices lead to discrimination, which is the
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unfair treatment of individuals based on their group membership. Prejudiced attitudes form

ideologies and beliefs that justify discrimination (Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995).

Members of privileged groups legitimise their position with positive regard of the in-

group and negative regard of the out-group. This also applies to educational institutions

like schools where teachers and/or students belonging to in-groups discriminate against

students from out-groups. In an educational context, this might manifest as lower

expectations for students from marginalised communities, leading to academic

achievement gaps and social participation. For instance, teachers may unconsciously hold

lower expectations for students with disabilities, which influences their participation and

academic achievements in the classroom. Discrimination and isolation were found to result

in increased school dropout rates, poor academic performance and impact on the mental

health of students (D’Augelli et al., 2002; Kauffman & Landrum, 2012; Priest et al., 2014;

Ruijs et al., 2010). Further research highlights that students who are discriminated against

spend more time struggling with discrimination in the classroom instead of focusing on

learning (Anjorin & Busari, 2023).

All of this shows how the concepts of othering and discrimination are deeply intertwined

with emotional and psychological processes as they evoke a range of emotions and

feelings, both in those who are othered and those who engage in othering.

What are the emotions at play, in the process of (re)producing
othering?

Figure 3: A depiction of some of the emotions at play in othering

processes.
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In the sections above we focused on the roles that knowledge and dominant discourse

play for the majority to maintain power over those who are perceived as “the other.” We

also elaborated on how this manifests itself in different forms of prejudice which are

consolidated cognitively through beliefs and thoughts about the subject (i.e., internalised

discourse and knowledge) and then manifested behaviourally (ie., through externalised

action and expression of the former). This section focuses on the affective elements that

are evoked in humans as they perpetrate and experience cognitive and, consequently,

behavioural biases towards individuals and groups considered as “different others.” It

further elaborates on the emotions that are at play in the process of categorising what is a

part of “the us” and “the other” (Dovidio et al., 2010; Hovland & Rosenberg, 1960).

Ahmed (2004) explains how emotions are not just personal feelings, but are deeply

intertwined with cultural and social contexts. Emotions shape and are shaped by the social

norms, influencing identity and power structure between those constructing them and those

abiding by them. This takes place through a continuous process caused by the nature of

human relations, and the role that emotions play in the processes of socialisation and

internalisation of the self in response to the reactions of everyone else. As Butler is quoted

in Kahil (2017: 162),

For I am confounded by you, then you are already of me, and I am nowhere without you. I

cannot muster the “we” except by finding the way in which I am tied to “you”!

Since there exists an inseparable and inevitable emotional connection between the

individual and the social, the emotions of both those contributing to processes of

marginalisation (in-group) and those who are othered (out-group) need to be considered

here. Moreover, since the expression of these emotions is sometimes outwards, there is

also an interplay between these two sets of emotions (see Fig. 3. This element exemplifies

the capacity and power that emotions have at (re)producing constructions of othering.

Figure 3 lists only a few of the emotions experienced, because literature suggests that these

are at the core of establishing and maintaining power over individuals or different forms of

minorities elaborated on above. This is especially the case for fear and shame, which are

marked in colour in Figure 3 (Ahmed, 2004; Kahil, 2017). However, it is to be noted that there

are other emotions which can be manifested in such interactions. This is why our example

case asks our reader to list some of their own and we here once again encourage you to

refer to them.

Fear & Hate

Fear is presented in both circles of our diagram because it is an emotion experienced by

both groups. While the resultant impact of the emotion is common, that is to maintain

and reproduce constructions of othering, it affects the people in the two circles differently.

Focusing on the fear which is experienced by the in-group brings back to light the processes

of negative stereotyping explained above (Dovidio et al., 2005: 7). The latter are needed
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because it is through these identifiable signifiers of a different “other” (object) that fear

evokes itself as a consequential negative emotion. By establishing these characteristics

as a threat, fear manifests itself in members of the in-group (Ahmed, 2004: 64). This

requirement for an identifiable object to stir up aversion, through fear, is what comprises

phobia. In fact, the same object being feared is often included as a prefix to the word

“-phobia”. A subgroup of phobias is related to signifiers that make up the characteristics of

an individual or a group within society. These include but are not limited to Islamophobia,

anti-semitism, racism, ableism and queerphobia. Through such phobias, fear acts as a

primary emotion which often triggers other emotions and also even mobilises the in-group

to act on these. This, as history has repeatedly shown, results in mechanisms which seek

to exclude and at times even exterminate feared figures who are perceived as a threat.

Following fear, other emotions then often manifest themselves in ways which further

strengthen this divide, especially since these are directed toward the marginalised group,

rather than being felt by the in-group witnessing a feared object’s approach (Ahmed, 2004:

66). Hatred is one of such key emotions. It is defined as a long lasting emotion involving

bitter feelings usually towards a collective group and many times expressed in the face

of “the other” (Smith & Mackie, 2005: 361). Hence, when it is expressed towards the out-

group it directly impacts the individual witnessing and absorbing this emotion being thrown

at them. In sum, while fear helps with classifying and establishing the threat, hatred is a

resultant execution which directly impacts this threat through the distribution of various

forms of violence. Anger and frustration are included in our diagram because these tend to

play a similar and important role in intrinsically energising a population, which is trying to

justify or make sense of the difficulties that they themselves may be experiencing. These

are often the emotions that politics feed on to (re)produce power by locating the blame

on a specific list of identities. Allport coins such type of hatred as character conditioned,

whereby the individual thinks up some convenient victim and some good reason (Smith

& Mackie, 2005: 362). An example of this in the context of schools is when “the other”

is blamed for their inability to behave like the norm or for failing to catch up with their

peers. This perception often fails to criticise the institutions which are failing to address the

needs of both the student and provide the right support. This can often cause frustration

which further propagates and strengthens the parameters through which the individual is

perceived as “the other”.

On the other hand, the fear experienced by the “the other” is a consequential and

reactionary emotion. The fear felt by those in the out-group is a reaction to the hate or

other negative emotions thrown at them for failing to conform and thus of being excluded.

Naturally, this further legitimises centres of normalised majorities and margins of minorities

to which people respectively belong. As the minority succumbs to the feelings of being

othered, it strengthens the power of those establishing the norms and practices for

belonging. Unless contested, this fear experienced by “the other” manifests itself in

different spaces in the form of active silence. Active silence refers to the deliberate,
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conscious choice of avoiding the subject and often it has the loudest voice in its impact

(Humphry, 2012: 484). This is so because it further strengthens the visibility of the majority

against the invisibility of “the othered” groups.

This pathologizing and repressive interaction between the two groups leads to dominant

discourses not being contested by the opposing experiences of the silent other.

Subsequently, inclusive, reparative and positive change fails to take place (Freire, 1970: 61).

Kahil (2017: 135) suggests that such “pathologizing, repressing, excluding, and discounting

the experiences of those othered within their own communities [have] a direct route to

[the feeling of] shame”. In fact, shame is considered to be a leading emotion prompted by

oppression and often it is said to hide itself behind other emotions including fear, anger or

despair. This is why we will now delve further into this emotion.

Shame & Pride

“Shame is sensed as a result of a feeling of negation, which is taken on by the subject as

a sign of its own failure, […] usually experienced before another” (Ahmed, 2004: 103). It is

characterised by a threatened social image; Image Shame, or a threatened moral essence;

Moral Shame (Allpress et al., 2014: 1270). Naturally this threatened image is based on

the expectations and reactions of the same person or group in front of whom one is

feeling shamed (the social). “The shaming targets any expression of subjectivity outside

the boundaries of those ideals and is considered a trespass against the social” (Kahil, 2017:

138). The latter further affirms the location of both the in-group and the out-group since it

requires a hierarchical system where the shamed is “the inferior” with the threatened image

and “the superior” who is the one threatening the image of the other (Johnson, 2013: 90).

In short, one cannot feel ashamed outside of a social interaction involving other people

and the expectations established by them. It is experienced once the ego of the individual

experiences a form of deviance from the norm which is pointed and even more so, if they

are asked to change or address it.

Shame binds us to others in how we are affected by our failure to ‘live up to’ those others,

a failure that must be witnessed, as well as be seen as temporary, in order to allow us to

re-enter the family or community (Ahmed, 2004: 107).

On the other hand, this resultant feeling of shame is in itself a declaration of our interest,

love and need to belong to the centre and not the marginalised other, according to Rula

(2017: 138-139), which highlights the productive power that is contained within this

emotion. In feeling shame, the self exposes its need for belonging with others and unless it

contests this feeling, it submits to potential forms of oppression which decide who gets to

belong and who does not. The latter is maintained through the established discourse and

knowledge which distinguishes between the characteristics of the two parties. This sees

the act of “colonisation” move away from the overt, physical and geographical colonisation

of land and people, to “the colonisation of the psychic space” (Oliver, 2004: 43). This
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takes place when the psyche of the individual or group becomes colonised by that of

the dominant individual or group through socialisation and the production of oppressive

emotions.

The colonisation of psychic space is the occupation or invasion of social forces – values,

traditions, laws, mores, institutions, ideals, stereotypes, etc. – that restrict or undermine the

movement of bodily drives into signification…The psyche is the ‘place’ where bodily drives

intersect with social forces (Oliver, 2004: 43).

Amidst all the emotions at play in this space, Kahil (2017: 135) explains how this

colonising effect manifests itself mostly through shame because this emotion is expressed

inwards, towards the self and not outwards. Other emotions such as melancholia and

despair are then related to shame and likely to manifest since the subject takes on the

“badness” as its own, by feeling bad about “failing” loved others.

We have so far mainly focused on the negative impact that emotions have in the process

of othering, thus, picturing “the other” as a powerless individual absorbing and submitting

themselves to this power. However, as we have seen throughout history, from different

social movements, this is not always the case. The Black Lives Matter, MeToo and LGBT+

pride marches around the world are all recent examples of this. Pride and courage are also

resultant emotions that stem from such experiences of shame. This is especially the case

when these emotions experienced individually are spoken about, gathered and collectively

raised by a marginalised group, through which, the same yearn for longing to a group,

finds solace and energy in the experiences of more marginalised others. This emancipatory

journey is deemed by Kahil (2017) as the productive face of shame.

Shame’s productivity stems from its capacity to motivate self-reflection on a lot of things,

among which are the structures we take for granted, our complicity within such social

structures and the validity of the norms/social codes we live by. (Kahil, 2017: 142)

Being able to question the established power structures and knowledge has the potential

to lead the way towards emancipation. As the othered no longer confines themselves in

fear and silence, powerful and normative discourse is challenged by that conceived as non-

normative.

Having considered this productive face of shame, it is to be noted that sometimes,

contesting and revolting against established structures and powers may not be an easy

thing. Therefore, those choosing to be in silence and absorbing these negative emotions,

may not necessarily be unaware of these structures or simply absorbing them. However,

they can be in situations where they would be at greater loss if they had to speak up,

especially if they do so on their own. Therefore, as Kahil (2017: 136) explains, “revolt ought

to be accompanied by assurances that one will be forgiven by the same community or by

an accepting/loving third”. Thus, if forgiveness is not possible, revolt may not necessarily

manifest itself through major social movements calling for changes in communities. It can

also be grasped individually by choosing to leave that community through migration.

All the structures and emotions at play described here are not new to the dynamics of the
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school culture. As a teacher in training, you, our reader, may be wondering as to how you

can contest against experiences of othering that you witness in schools. The next section

examines the different levels of people and stakeholders found in school communities and

how they exert such colonising power and emotions on each other. After that, we try to

provide some practical solutions and ways you can yourself challenge these structures.

Education systems and schools as (re)producers of othering
processes

Othering processes often take shape in schools (Borrero et al., 2012; Canales, 2000; Wright,

2010). As shown by the several examples provided throughout the present chapter –

educational contexts are indeed not neutral, but themselves produce and reproduce

dynamics of inequality, dominant discourses and narratives, practices of subalternity and

social exclusion. As such, as highlighted by Anjorin and Busari (2023: 3), “schools are

cultural contexts that have the power and potential to promote students’ cultural assets or

to ‘other’ youths in a way that keeps them from creating meaningful academic identities”.

The search for the causes of such manifestations is a very complex undertaking, as

various factors and actors come into play at different levels. Between structural and cultural

aspects, we can distinguish the level of the self, the dynamics in the classroom, the

decisions at the level of school governance and what is happening in the broader social

and cultural context (Boeren, 2019; Ferrero, 2023), according to Brofenbrenner’s ecological-

cultural model (1981; see Fig. 4).

Figure 4: Bronfenbrenner’s ecological-cultural model
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Based on Bronfenbrenner’s Model as cited in Berk (2013: 24).

Reflection on the dimension of the self is crucial and involves different actors: teachers,

students, school leaders, families, etc. Within a kind of cognitive economy, each of us

interprets the world through categories and schemas: we need to be aware of this dynamic

in order to avoid developing stereotypes and prejudices that can lead to real discrimination

and a compartmentalised understanding of reality. Going to school with stereotypical and

prejudiced views runs the risk of othering processes (Brons, 2015; Dervin, 2012): based

on a false and non-existent idea of the norm, certain groups of people are defined as

different because they differ from the dominant group. This, as discussed above, creates
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real inequalities that have a major impact on pupils’ well-being and their chances of success

at school.

At the level of the classroom, this means that the history and perspective of the country

one lives in, and Western countries in general, take centre stage (Azada-Palacios, 2022;

Bull & Alia, 2004): often there is no space for other visions and meanings, and everyone

must conform to the dominant discourse. In many cases, the idea of co-construction of

knowledge is not realised, instead we witness forms of cultural transmission where it

is necessary to adapt to the thinking of the majority. This affects both the pedagogical

relationship between teachers and students and the relationship between peers: the school

culture (MacNeil et al., 2009; Roach & Kratochwill, 2004; Glover & Coleman, 2005) conveys

a hierarchy in terms of languages, countries of origin, genders, social classes and many

other dimensions, in turn conveying a colonial view that excludes those who are perceived

as different.

The role of single school governance, in which teachers, head teachers, parents and

sometimes students are entrusted with more institutional tasks, is also crucial. This is

where rules and forms of organisation are established (Allen & Mintrom, 2010; Fullan,

1995): this is where a colonial, elitist school culture based on the idea of the norm can be

changed. In fact, any attempt to approach homogeneity is artificial and doomed to failure

(Dupriez et al., 2008): heterogeneity is a characteristic inherent to all social groups; creating

situations of homogeneity in school means to be the bearer of a mindset that is not open

to diversity and to the recognition that everyone has multiple belongings. Phenomena of

school segregation and curricula that do not include histories other than the national one

are two clear examples of how the institutional level can generate processes of othering

with negative consequences for the educational pathway (Frankel & Volij, 2011; Watras,

2007).

Finally, the social, political and cultural context has a major impact on both school

systems and individuals (Thomas-Olalde & Velho, 2011; Weiguo, 2015). When inequities

exist at the structural level in terms of access to resources and social and civil rights, in

terms of social norms and values, at the level of dominant policies and discourses, and

when inequalities become institutionalised, a change on the part of the individual, but also,

and more importantly, a paradigm shift involving policy makers and society as a whole is

urgently needed. In this sense, individuals can play a crucial role in recognising forms of

injustice and oppression and making their voices heard by the institutions that can change

the social order (Hackman, 2005).

The dynamics we describe here are certainly complex and have been layered over the

course of thousands of years of history. Therefore, it is difficult to unhinge the dominant

discourses and practices of the subaltern, and there are no ready-made solutions. Yet, there

is a lot that schools can do at each of these levels in order to counter othering processes.

In the following section, we will provide some examples of how this can be concretely

achieved.
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Cultivating “the other” in us: the role of the school

If we think of the school context, work on the individual and professional self at the

institutional level must be mediated through the dimension of collegiality (Bovbjerg, 2006;

Shah, 2012). It is essential to promote self-awareness of groups in which positions of

privilege or marginality can emerge that affect professional practice, in relationships with

students and between teachers, in relationships with school leaders and families. Being

aware of these dynamics is the first step to unhinge what produces processes of othering

and inequalities in pedagogical action.

At the institutional level, it is important to develop educational policies that promote

equity, inclusion, belonging and valuing the uniqueness of each individual (Karlsson et al.,

2020; Ward et al., 2015). As also specified in Agenda 2030 (UN, 2015): the curriculum

needs to be decolonised by giving importance to other languages, other histories and other

narratives, giving voice to marginalised groups and those who cannot normally participate

in decision-making processes, and imagining new forms of teaching and learning. This

also has an impact on pedagogical practices in the classroom: from the transmissive

model, we are moving to forms of teaching that typify active learning (Settles, 2012), where

the student’s diverse and unique perspective is valued through dialogic and collaborative

processes.

School systems, schools and all their actors can play an essential role at the policy

level when it comes to activism and social change (Youdell, 2010). As teachers, principals,

parents and students, we must have the courage to bring demands for equity and social

justice to the public debate and to raise broad awareness of othering processes and

all those groups that are excluded or marginalised because they bring some diversity

to the dominant model (Apple, 2012). This political role of schools has been repeatedly

emphasised by us and in other chapters: a pedagogical attention and awareness of the

colonial mechanisms that characterise our societies is indispensable to promote diverse

discourses and practises at every level (personal, classroom, institutional and political)

against dominant thinking and to go beyond the classification “us/them” in order to be able

to cultivate “the other” in all of us.

Practical implications

Focusing on the school and classroom level, the literature offers several approaches and

strategies that teachers can apply to create inclusive learning environments valuing each

individual’s identity/identities and promoting equity, inclusion, belonging for all. With a

view to counteracting othering and its consequent forms of marginalisation in educational

settings, we deem three of these as particularly important: (1) culturally responsive

teaching; (2) anti-bias education; and (3) pedagogy of coming out (see Table 1).

Table 1: A summary of the three practical implications
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Culturally Responsive
Teaching Anti-Bias Education Pedagogy of Coming

Out

Requires educators to
develop cultural

competence through
self-reflection, curriculum

diversification, and
support for linguistic
diversity to promote

belonging.

Helps students understand and build
positive relationships with difference by

creating learning environments that
acknowledge and celebrate students’

different identities and encourage them to
recognise and confront discrimination and

inequities stemming from them.

Adopts notions of
coming out to allow

students and all those
involved in the

classroom to present
their true authentic self

rather than a
conforming self.

Firstly, as mentioned above, this implies a decolonisation of the curriculum so as to value

different languages, histories and narratives, including those of usually marginalised

groups. In this respect, culturally responsive teaching emerges as a powerful approach to

address issues of othering and promoting belonging in educational settings. As Ladson-

Billings (1995: 17) notes, it is a pedagogy that “empowers students intellectually, socially,

emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and

attitudes”. However, this observation underscores the critical role that educators play in

fostering an inclusive environment that promotes belonging for all students. Instead, this

pedagogical approach recognises and values students’ cultural references in all aspects

of learning, creating inclusive spaces where everyone feels valued and respected (Gay,

2000, 2002). In this way, educators can create learning environments that not only address

othering but actively promote a sense of belonging for all students.

To effectively implement culturally responsive teaching, teacher education programs

should focus on developing cultural competence among pre-service teachers. Firstly, self-

reflection is crucial. Educators must understand their own cultural background, biases,

and assumptions. Ladson-Billings (1995) suggests that teachers engage in exercises that

explore their cultural identity and how it influences their teaching practices. This self-

awareness is the first step in recognising and addressing instances of othering in the

classroom. Secondly, curriculum diversification is essential. Teachers should be trained

to critically examine and diversify their curriculum to include perspectives from various

cultural backgrounds. This might involve incorporating literature from diverse authors or

using historical accounts that represent multiple cultural viewpoints. As Ladson-Billings

(1995: 17) notes, “Culturally relevant teaching uses student culture in order to maintain it

and to transcend the negative effects of the dominant culture”. By seeing their cultures

reflected in the classroom, students from marginalised groups are less likely to feel othered

or alienated. Addressing linguistic diversity is also crucial in creating inclusive

environments. Teacher education should equip future educators with strategies to support

linguistic learners, encourage the use of students’ home languages as resources for

learning and promote the value of multilingualism. This approach not only supports

academic achievement but also affirms students’ linguistic identities, countering language-
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based othering (García & Wei, 2013). Therefore, fostering belonging through culturally

responsive teaching is not just about a welcoming atmosphere; it’s about fundamentally

changing how we approach education to ensure that all students, regardless of their

background, feel valued, respected and capable of success.

Alongside this decolonising effort, it is also important for teachers to actively address

prejudices and discrimination in their classrooms and schools. The Anti-Bias Education

(Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2019) approach could provide a useful framework in this

regard. Anti-bias Education aims to create learning environments accepting, understanding

and celebrating students’ differences (i.e., different identities) while acknowledging and

tackling the discrimination and inequities deriving from them (Derman-Sparks & Edwards,

2010, 2019; Wagner, 2009). The approach requires teachers and students (and the whole

school community) to identify and confront unfair and discriminating beliefs and

behaviours. To do that, the approach proposes four lines of action (Derman-Sparks &

Edwards, 2019):

• Building positive personal and social identities for all students (Goal 1: Identity);

• Enabling students to understand and build positive relationships with difference (Goal

2: Diversity);

• Developing students’ empathy, sense of justice, fairness and critical thinking, so that

they will be able to recognise discrimination around them (Goal 3: Justice);

• Enable students to stand up against discrimination (Goal 4: Activism).

These four objectives should permeate all aspects of the school life and be reflected in

the values and culture of the school, the curriculum, the teaching methods and materials

used in the classroom, in the relationships among individuals within (but also beyond) the

school, as well in its policies and activities, etc. In this way, students are likely to develop an

inclusive mindset and develop the necessary knowledge, attitudes and skills to positively

relate to and deal with “the other” also beyond the school walls.

Another way for teachers to address different forms of discrimination as the result of

one’s identity/identities is constituted by the “pedagogy of coming out”. While the term

“coming out” is mostly associated with the LGBTIQ+ community as they allow their identity

to be shared with others, as a pedagogy in the classroom, this does not restrict itself to this

one specific community. It is instead a teaching strategy which can be exercised by all those

involved in the classroom. In essence it strives for visibility as opposed to the silencing of

the individuals often experiencing othering. “It places [a primary focus] on the power and

politics involved in the production of knowledge, and the political-economic circumstances

of teaching and learning” (Pykett, 2009: 103), and contests it by making other forms of

knowledge visible and accessible.

This pedagogy does not only address the exclusion of “the other” but also challenges

the social location of “the normal” together with “the normal”, that is the majority itself.
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Therefore it is a pedagogy both for the oppressed and the oppressors. Freire’s (1970) work

in “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” is instrumental to it because the author embraces such

principles. The mere promotion of respect towards “the (different) other” in schools, falls in

line with what Freire refers to as a ‘false charity, which constrains the fearful and subdued,

the “rejects of life,” to extend their trembling hands,’ rather than ‘striving so that these hands

… need be extended less and less [as] they become more human hands which … transform

the world’ (1970: 19). Applying this to the subject discussed here implies that what a

liberating pedagogy of coming out should do, is beyond only celebrating diverse identities.

It should instead, provide the space for all humans to understand their unfinishedness and

their potential to be othered in some shape or form and to allow for the critical self to

transform reality, in the continuing process of the humanisation of all human beings. As a

pedagogy it is mostly achieved during day-to-day life in the classroom, through authentic

interaction with different realities of the lives that make up the community itself and the

emotions that are at play. Authentic interaction for teachers with students, strives to let go

of the soulless disseminator of knowledge and instead transforms into a being with their

own story that can be shared. The latter is naturally evermore crucial if the teacher is a part

of the othered minority. On the other hand, authentic learning and teaching for the student

sees also transformation, as they no longer remain a lifeless vessel of content but instead

an active participant in the formation of new knowledge. Students are encouraged to talk

about their identities and experiences. These are used together with the classroom to build

a community.

Through such a strategy, liberation no longer remains as another deposit to be made into

men, but it is praxis, “the action and reflection of men and women upon their world in order

to transform it” (Freire, 1970: 61).

These are of course just a few examples of ways through which teachers and educators

can counteract othering processes in their classrooms and schools. In this handbook you

will find several other possible approaches and strategies, addressing all the levels of the

model depicted in Figure 4.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=649#h5p-35
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Closing questions to discuss or tasks

We would now like to suggest some open questions for you to reflect on yourself as a person

and as a pedagogical professional. Do not consider these questions as exhaustive, but as a

possible opening for other questions to think critically about the processes of othering, the

binary “us/them” categorisation and the need to engage in ways of decolonising our minds.

1. Have you ever felt like “the other”? How did you feel? What feelings did you experience?

2. Have you ever been in a situation in which you saw other people as different from

you, in which you carried out othering processes? What attitudes did you adopt? What

provoked them?

3. Are there differences that you dislike less than others? And why?

4. What can you do in the classroom to cultivate a culture of diversity that does not

ghettoise, but unites, so that everyone discovers “the other” in us?

5. What ideas could you bring to the leadership of your school to avoid othering processes

and decolonise the school experience?

6. How do you envision your political role?
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IDENTITY POLITICS - LABELING IN
EDUCATION

Sam Blanckensee; Özge Özdemir; Lina Render de Barros; and Josefine Wagner

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=429#oembed-1

The examples we chose are multilayered and a complex part of our everyday experiences

at school. You might have already witnessed similar or very different, but equally complex

incidents. You might have engaged spontaneously, tried to overlook it, felt helpless, angry

or shocked or even confident. With the example cases, we suggest taking a closer look at

different angles of these complex situations. This might help you to navigate complexity

and dilemmas in the future. Feel free to add your own experiences, questions, worries and

good practice. It might be helpful to read the examples and discuss the questions that

follow each situation with a partner.

Example Case 1 – Negotiating friendships and (group) identities between religious dogma,

racist stigma, liberal values and LGBTIQ* rights

“So I remembered an example from school where a group of otherwise very well-adapted

girls, friends even, excellent students, were suddenly found split in two different groups,

shouting at each other in the courtyard. They looked like they had ganged up against each

other, like a mob. People in one group were shouting: “If you don’t respect LGBTQ rights, we

don’t respect your religion”. And the other group started to shout: “You’re a bunch of racists”

and then some boys entered the group and started shouting “Allahu Akbar”.

1. What is going on here?

2. How are you going to deal with this as a teacher? How can you make sense of this

situation?
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3. How can you interfere without reproducing racism or discrimination against LGBTIQ*

or Muslim students?

4. How could this have been prevented? How could this be mediated?

5. How can we develop solidarity between marginalised groups? What kind of feelings

could this situation provoke in queer muslim kids or colleagues?

6. Who is being homogenised? By whom or what?

7. How were your immediate emotional responses? Did you take a side? Which one was

it? Why? Try to imagine yourself taking the other side. What is different?”

Example Case 2 – The Girl that was a Horse

“In one of my internships at primary school, the class teacher referred to one of the girls, let’s

call her Elen, as a horse. Not because she really believed Elen to be a horse, but because Elen

would refer to herself as a horse. Elen had been diagnosed with Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS)

and had had difficult school experiences with other teachers. Apart from the FAS label, she

had been labelled as being unable to sit still or concentrate. This teacher was an experienced

primary school teacher in her late 50s. Her radical acceptance of Elen’s self-identification

manifested in her use of Elen’s language and adopting and expanding it. Elen did quite well at

school and got along well with classmates and the teacher. When she had difficulties

concentrating or started acting out by neighing or pawing the ‘hooves’ in class, the teacher

would remind her that the classroom was not very well suited for wild horses. She would ask

her whether she was a domestic horse, a racehorse or a wild horse at that moment, and would

suggest the courtyard as an appropriate environment for wild horses. The girl then sometimes

chose the courtyard and ran around neighing until she came back to play and interact with the

people in class, or she would choose the domestic or race horse and start with exercises or

games in the classroom.

1. What is going on here?

2. How are you going to deal with this as a teacher? How can you make sense of this

situation?

3. Have you ever been in a situation where somebody’s reality is radically different to your
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own?

4. What role does power (teacher-student, adult-child, rich-poor …) play in affirming,

accepting, playing with or attacking people’s versions of reality, especially with regard to

the sense of self?

5. In what respect is the teacher in a position of power in this situation?

6. How does the behaviour of the teacher likely affect the behaviour of Elen, the behaviour

of the class and of other parents?

7. Imagine a different approach of the teacher, where she negates Elen’s version of reality.

What effect would this have on Elen, the class, or other parents?

8. In Q5, you have reflected on the position of power of the teacher, in how far is Elen in a

position of power, or the class and the parents?”

Initial questions

1. How do you describe yourself? Are there any ways that you describe yourself that are

especially important to you?

2. Have you ever been labelled in a way that made you feel uncomfortable? How was

that? Did it have any impact on how that person treated you?

3. How do labelling and identity politics influence students’ learning experiences and full

participation in education?

4. What are the challenges teachers face with regard to identity politics and labelling?

5. How can we recognise that students are affected by structural discrimination and how

can we empower students with multiple identities?

Introduction to Topic

We, the authors, of this text write with sometimes divergent understandings of difference

as we come from different schools of thought and also different biographical experiences,

privileges and experiences of discrimination. All Means All is a collaboration of teachers,

students, activists and academics from different fields. We speak to you as educators, and
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as people, whose perspectives on the world have been shaped by theory and academia

as well as by activism motivated by the experiences of exclusions that sexist, trans-

misogynistic, heteronormative, capitalist, racist societies create. We would like to sensitise

teachers and trainees for the struggles students face as they try to develop a sense of who

they are.

However, we also want to engage you with our own voices as teachers who are personally

affected by discourses that deny us, our friends or our families the right to expression and

existence. As we advocate for full personhood of students and educators – inside and

outside of the classroom – we also want to highlight, and reflect, on the difficult decisions

teachers need to make during everyday classroom dilemmas. It is not easy to generate

effective solutions to bullying or to find the correct words when children’s views or actions

limit the abilities of others. It is also no small feat to understand, work with or confront

the structural conditions of schooling. Mass institutions, such as public education systems,

designate certain roles and tasks to children and adults in ways that appear to be driven by

the logics of bureaucracy and austerity politics, instead of the wellbeing of those involved.

Nonetheless, schools are important spaces with regard to personal and social learning,

in which we can set examples for living peacefully with each other and for learning how

to navigate conflict, negotiate, argue, or reconcile, and how to stand up for ourselves and

others and be part of a community.

Throughout this chapter we invite you to reflect on your own experiences, biographies,

overwhelming feelings, powerlessness, agency and privilege. In our group of four, we

combine people with backgrounds in disability studies, teaching, teacher training, political

education and anti-discrimination work. We have German, Irish, Kurdish and Brazilian roots,

and we hold passports from three continents. We identify with the journeys and struggles of

neurodivergent, trans* and queer people. We have been labelled and have applied labels to

ourselves and to others. All these experiences help us to better understand the sometimes

conflicting demands that are put on recognising differences, normalising differences, but

also emancipating ourselves from prescribed norms and oppressive structures.

Our chapter starts with scenarios from everyday school experiences, which illustrate

some of the core questions and challenges that teachers deal with on a daily basis.

A key challenge is the difficulty between naming yourself and being named by others.

The case studies help to understand the practical consequences of this dilemma around

identities. On the one hand, while labels are used to allocate resources, they can also be

used to categorise marginalised and disenfranchised people, without their consent and

consequently result in further stigma. At the same time these labels can be adapted, (re-

)appropriated or (re-)invented by groups of people to make claims for participation and

share of resources.

As a potential tool to navigating this dilemma on how best to support young people
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in their way of being, in encouraging playfulness around identity with or without labels,

while at the same time understanding and drawing boundaries to protect those affected

by discrimination, we introduce May-Anh Boger’s concept of the trilemma of inclusion.

Her empirical study and model offers a theoretical framework which contextualises the

dilemmas, or rather trilemmas, that we encounter and exemplify in our interviews with

Danielle, Özge and Sam.

Having a look at our example cases

The example cases in the introduction illustrate the value, and necessity, of respecting and

understanding our students’ expressions of who they are. In the second example, adopting

Elen’s language and developing it into pedagogical metaphors helped her to become aware

of her behaviour and needs, without feeling rejected. She learned to differentiate her needs

and develop an awareness of when she wanted to sit and concentrate on a task, or

when she needed to self-regulate impulses through exercise. Instead of merely seeing

Elen through the lens of deficit or her special needs label, the educator worked with the

student’s imagination. She followed her lead and was able to pick up on the individual

student’s creativity, resources and needs. The student’s imagination then started to become

a resource for communication of needs and a tool for self-regulation. This illustrates how

our perception of students can be transformative?

On a superficial level the first example at the beginning of the chapter seems to be

a miniature reproduction of conflicts between religious dogma, on the one hand, and

LGBTIQ* rights on the other. If we see only mutually exclusive templates or prototypes

of religiousness and LGBTIQ*, it is very hard to mitigate this very real conflict in the

present. Conflicts at school that seem to appeal to a supposed opposition of religion and

homosexuality, transgender1 and queer identities are often rooted in a secure world view.

As students mature, they begin to explore their place in society, and begin to develop their

political standpoints and opinions. This is particularly challenging, especially if one feels

that these positions are mutually exclusive. Students play with, provoke, and change their

positions and attitudes, if they are given the opportunities. Individual positions often reflect

belonging or isolation from a social group. So if a student comes from a conservative

Muslim family that teaches their children to respect others independently of their gender

or sexual orientation, this student may still feel the need to experiment with expressions of

queerphobia, since the social discourses in Europe construct Islam as being in opposition

1. The language surrounding transgender and queer identities has been rapidly evolving over the past number of years. We

have chosen to use trans or transgender without an asterisk. See here: Why We Used Trans* and Why We Don’t Anymore

for further information.
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to LGBTIQ* rights. Students who try to find their Muslim identity in the midst of

predominantly Christian societies, and where anti-Muslim racism is increasingly viewed as

a concern, might be experimenting, rather than conveying, a fixed mindset or being aware

of the fact that they are (re-)producing hate. It is important for teachers to know exactly

where freedom of expression ends and discrimination begins. It is equally important to be

able to see that students are still developing and experimenting with ideas, opinions and

boundaries and finding ways to view students not according to tabloid headlines, but rather

in their complexity as a whole. As teachers, we need to face social and political realities

inside and outside of the classroom.

If these example cases seem straightforward to you, you may want to focus on the

questions in the following paragraphs. If you also wonder, or worry, about how to act or

react in complex everyday interactions with students, the following paragraphs may help.

We have collected suggestions and questions for self reflection which requires you to think,

and respond, to. Every student becoming a teacher needs to find his, or her, own personality

in the classroom within a professional, pedagogical and ethical framework. You can use

the theory-loaded ideas as guidelines with regards to the creation of your pedagogical

framework and the questions can help you to reflect on what kind of teacher you would like

to be, and on how best to develop, sharpen, and (re-)invent your professional identity.

Teachers today are expected to create a surrounding where every student can reach

their potential and thrive. They are expected to negotiate boundaries and support the

development and practice of ethics and behavioural expectations. Teachers are currently

struggling to understand and negotiate the complexity of identities, the language around

identity discourses, student’s needs and the structural discrimination and violence of

various types students may face in schools.

How can teachers navigate these complexities of classroom realities: identity

construction, individuality, belonging, discrimination, violence? You are already working on

the first step: becoming aware of the complexity. We need to respect that complexity,

to avoid reproducing exclusionary discourses or erasures. Becoming aware of power and

social hierarchies is another important step in preventing (structural) violence. I, as a

teacher, can only intervene if I recognise violence, so I need to educate myself about it.

Apart from academic education and activist literature, an important source of information

are the students themselves. We need to learn to listen. One possibility to protect students

from structural discrimination and violence in the classroom is to create spaces and

relationships in which they feel seen and valued as a person with multiple aspects of their

identity. In these spaces students are visible to the teachers as more than simply their

role as students. Students get the chance to determine themselves, with which part of

their identities they want to become visible to the class and/or the teacher. The feeling of

security stemming from these kinds of relationships is one central aspect for the prevention

of violence. Furthermore, it also offers possibilities for interventions. Only if we are aware,

witnessing or being told about boundaries can we successfully intervene. In the following
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paragraphs we will further develop this first step of becoming aware of the complexity of

identity and identity construction in postmodern societies, we will then take a closer look

at labelling and its critique as well as identity politics and its critique. We will see that a

conflict arises between a strong critique of labelling and an identity politics approach. We

will sketch Boger’s model (2023), the trillmatic theory of inclusion, to navigate this conflict

and show how the model can be a tool to increase your own tolerance of ambiguity and also

your agency in the classroom.

Naming Yourself and Naming Others: Why does it matter?

What is the difference, you might wonder, between claiming an identity and being labelled?

To make it short, the latter is creating knowledge about “others”, ‘objects of knowledge’

so to speak, while the first is actively taking a subject position. It is crucial to understand

the context within which “claiming an identity” emerged as a liberatory and emancipatory

act, rooted in social movements that advocated for solidarity and gaining political power

for marginalised groups in a pluralistic society. “Labelling” on the other hand is a passive

experience as it implies the individual is being given a marker that it may or may not identify

with. Labels organise and structure reality, they influence expectations and in the field of

education, disability studies and social services are often a prerequisite to access to the

social and health systems.

A central argument in this article is that an understanding of theory, theoretical models

and politics on identity, society, discrimination, power, labelling will help you navigate the

complex everyday interactions taking place in schools. We want to encourage everybody

to understand the theory, as this can affect your ability to analyse everyday situations in

their complexity and provide you with opportunities to (re-)gain agency in otherwise often

overwhelming situations.

What is identity?

The question of identity can roughly be translated to the question “Who am I?”. While the

answer to that question may change over time, places and contexts, it also suggests a

kind of stability and continuity, since the answer can only be understood if it refers to the

object the question has been about. The following argument is based on a non-essentialist

sociological and social-psychological concept of identity as presented by Heiner Keupp,

Jean-Claude Kaufmann and Zygmunt Bauman. Identity is understood as the concept with

which an individual makes sense of one’s experiences. It is a central point of reference

for the interpretation of all experiences internal and external and initiating everyday task

solving (Keupp et al., 2008: 60). Identity construction is not only an individual’s choice. It

is the process of constructing a subject that has the ability to act, despite contradictory

environments and the resulting contradictory demands. The production of coherence and
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the ability to bear ambiguities are no oppositional goals, instead they complement each

other in making identity possible and balancing out different areas/aspects of life (Render,

2014).

There are social and historical reasons behind the emergence of the concept of “identity”

and the omnipresence of the question “Who am I?”. Society has changed rapidly and many

shared belief systems and stories (known as meta-narratives) are being deconstructed

or drastically altered. Processes such as globalisation, migration movements, emerging

democracies, and the internet have contributed to this change, along with the availability

of information online and the acceleration of social interaction through technology. These

processes lead to changes in the way societies organise themselves and established

concepts such as families, nation states, religion and gender are now increasingly being

challenged and questioned. As these concepts are being broken down, people are less

and less bound to external determination (e.g. farmer, clergy, nobility or husband, wife,

child, grandparent). This situation is simultaneously liberating (offering possibilities to be

different – not determined by birth), violent (uprooting from communities and concepts

that had offered orientation and a sense of belonging) and creating a need / obligation of

identity construction. If your faith and future are not determined by birth – if it is not clear

to everyone who you are, or have the potential to become, people will ask themselves and

others who they are and want to be(come) in order to make sense of the social world. This

historical period is called Late Modernity or Liquid Modernity (Bauman, 2010).

This loosening of social ties brings freedom of choice on the one hand, and uncertainties

on the other. The institutions that structure and give meaning to life are increasingly being

questioned. Institutions and ways of organisation that offer alternatives to institutions such

as religions, hetero-normative family models, gender binary, and the power of nation-states.

So while this might feel like freedom to some, it might feel like a loss or an uprooting from

community to others. People now not only can choose what they believe in, they also have

to choose in order to construct their identity. You can choose who you are and want to

be, but you also have to choose. Create your identity. Social Media, Tiktok, Instagram and

others can be regarded as a means of creating and sharing an image of oneself, but also as

creating and (re-)inventing oneself.

In a society where “identity” holds such a prominent place, it is valid to conceptualise

“identity markers” which can be considered as a new form of capital interchangeable with

economic, cultural and social capital (Bourdieu, 1997). Since identity construction is not

only an individual choice, but also depends on recognition by others through validation and

confirmation, the need for the construction of identities introduces a new dimension of

suffering for marginalised individuals (Render, 2014). There may be less resources available

for some individuals to construct their identities, and the flexibility of constructing one’s

identity can offer more or less opportunities. In regard to the identity- process, the unequal

distribution of resources is not only important on a material-existential scale, but is also

of existential importance on the psychological constitution level. If I am a member of a
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marginalised community, there may be people who wish harm upon my group. Ignoring or

avoiding the naming of the part of my identity that others want erased is a collaboration in

this erasure. The erasure of people through language is a form of violence that mirrors the

erasure of people through killings.

Figure 1: The Anti-Violence Continuum/Pyramid Model

Illustrated by Calgary Communities Against Sexual Abuse based on the Pyramid of Hate:
Anti-Discrimination League

Example

“My queer friend is living in their family home currently, they are dependent on their family
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financially and emotionally. They want to tell their family about being queer but they are afraid

of their family’s reaction and being kicked out or abused. Sometimes people with a strong

social network outside their family have those fears too but they may be able to take that risk

and ‘out themselves’ because they have a support system and won’t end up alone.”

Anonymous – Germany

Everyone feels the need to belong or to feel connected to other people. In the context of

teaching, it is important to understand the student’s emotional and social need of belonging

and how it shapes their identities. In the case of poverty and stigmatisation, individuals

can be denied access to recognition and identity and belonging at the same time. This

implies that identity has structural determinants. Through a process of over-generalisation

and elevation of identity to the state of a collective ‘identity’, identities can become powerful

instruments of exclusion. At the same time, these overgeneralised aspects of identities

can also be used in political struggles for example, to raise awareness of these structural

determinants that benefit one group and deprivilege, or discriminate, the other.

Labelling: Being named by others

In most education systems, children with special needs are categorised according to a

special educational needs status in order to allocate resources in support of these

students. In Germany, for example, there are up to eight different categories that students

can qualify for: sight, learning, emotional and social development, speech, mental

development, hearing, physical and motor development and instruction for sick pupils

(KMK, 2023). In other education systems, differentiation varies. Usually, special educators,

doctors or psychologists, diagnose students with specific needs through standardised

testing. Students are either already registered at schools with special needs labels, or

are later indicated for testing by teachers, parents or educators. When difficulties in the

classroom arise and they are unable to keep up with tasks, they are frequently mentally

or physically absent, or show sexualised or overly provocative or violent behaviour. Their

“disability” becomes translated into a pedagogical special needs diagnosis that offers

different types of support measures. For example, a student who is diagnosed with a

learning disability has the right to special assistance by a special needs teacher. A student

who is diagnosed with intellectual delay, receives the right to more hours with a special

needs teacher. What is common to all special needs diagnosis is that they are formulated

under a deficit hypothesis. This means that a student is assessed through the lens of what

they are not able to do, and compared to an (imaginative) average child. This view might

be “thickened” through repeated iterations which in-turn produces a limiting belief set and

likely impacts students’ sense of self (Wortham, 2006; Pfahl, 2011; Wagner, 2023).
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The history of separating students according to different educational needs, and creating

a divide between regular students and those deemed ineligible to participate in mainstream

education, became institutionalised through the first special schools. These were

established to cater for the needs of children with sensory impairments, i.e. schools for

the blind or the deaf. Such developments took place in Western Europe during the late

18th century. With the turn of the 20th century, so-called “help schools” were established in

Germany and were mostly attended by children from lower socio-economic backgrounds to

address the needs of children who lack care and support. Help schools also alleviated the

stresses of mainstream schools. Therefore, they had two main functions: provide education

to those who need more support and alleviate the need for regular schools to create

provisions for children seen as morally and intellectually “inferior”. Later, these schools

continued to support children with learning disabilities, social and emotional development

or cognitive delay. During the Nazi era, children that attended special schools were targeted

for sterilisation and those who did not succeed in special schools were considered

‘ineducable’ which served as a criterion for murder under the term ‘euthanasia’ (Hänsel,

2006). After World War II, special schools continued to operate. A special educational

needs label has now become a bureaucratic mechanism for which students are referred to

different types of schools. While it is important to mention that children with intellectual

impairments did not receive any education for many decades, the establishment of special

schools also led to stigmatisation by communities (parents, other children, teachers, etc.)

and by the students attending special schools (Schumann, 2007). With the emergence

of inclusive education in the 1970s, a number of students who were labeled with severe

additional needs (often labeled as special school students) could continue their education

in primary schools and received additional support by former special school teachers in a

regular classroom. The label also served as a prerequisite for the allocation of additional

resources.

In contemporary inclusive schools, children often become affiliated with certain labels

to administer extra support. Children with learning difficulties or disabilities might have a

special needs status, whereas children whose families migrated to a new country may need

more support and are seen as children with a migration background or second language

learners. These additional markers are not typically diagnosed, but rather attributed through

(first) subjective impressions and often do not lead to the allocation of further resources.

In other words, they are not necessarily connected to a deficit, but they often imply a

deficitary lens and thus create differences. A favourable reading of markers allows us to

say that they are intended to offer additional support for children through state funding. A

label could allow a child to receive more time during a test or assistance from specialised

members of staff or extra language classes. These measures are intended to support

students within an inclusive setting. However, research on stigma and subjectification
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(Goffmann, 1963/2010; Pfahl, 2011; Pfahl & Powell, 2014) has shown that labels can have

an impact on students’ self-concept and thereby ability to perform. In the German context,

this mechanism has been described as the “Etikettierungs-Ressourcen-Dilemma” (Füssel

& Kretschmann, 1993), highlighting the predicament how resources are linked to labelling,

while a label usually carries a set of expectations and behaviours that a child must exhibit

to access the necessary resources.

It can be said that labels are an approach used by an education system to guarantee

individual legal entitlements, and these legal entitlements have changed over time in terms

of the location and form of special support (United Nations, 2006). However, the

stigmatising element is problematic, both in terms of outside attribution and from the

learners themselves. As students with labels like special educational needs often have

access to resources (e.g. special education teachers, assistants), it can sometimes lead to

a differentiation of “my students”/”your students”. This is different to other dimensions of

diversity, as resources are rarely allocated based on such differences.

The concept students have of themselves plays an important role in the way they view

themselves as capable members of the classroom community (Rubin, 2007). This is

particularly the case at the intersection of racialised minority status, socio-economic

conditions and learning difficulties, where some school systems are poorly equipped to

offer teaching content that is accessible for students with a variety of different needs

– whether due to mental health or abilities, stigma, different first languages, bullying,

discrimination or violence. In Germany and Austria, for example, children who speak Turkish

or Bosnian/Serbian/Croatian at home are more likely to attend special schools than

mainstream institutions (Statistik Austria, 2022/23: 25). Waitoller and Ammanna (2017)

have emphasised the importance of space and location in how student identities are viewed

negatively in relation to expectations around performance and success. Individual districts

as well as urban versus rural neighbourhoods offer very different interpretations of student

backgrounds. In rural settings, comprehensive schools are often the only choice for all

children in the community, whereas in urban centres competition around specific schools

creates hierarchies between academic bourgeois secondary schools and comprehensive

schools. The latter is often dominated by students who are designated as more

disadvantaged, such as migrant children or those whose abilities are considered below

average. While such schools may exist in rural settings, they become a place to divide

student populations according to specific identity formations (Nasir & Saxe, 2003).

Therefore, we are concerned with questions around naming differences and creating

specific realities around labels and identities. When does it serve a child to be labelled in a

particular way? How invisible can a label really be? When does visibility cause suffering and

when does invisibility create pain? How can we grant special provisions to students who
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need support without labelling them publicly? And when do these practices preclude the

possibilities of participation of children and limit their engagement with teaching content

and classroom peers? While schools often encourage children to introduce aspects of their

culture in the mainstream classroom, these events can become token incidents that blur

the much more subtle preconceptions around students’ cultural backgrounds. When do

children feel seen and appreciated? And when do students’ multiple perspectives – due

to their presumable differences – strengthen the understanding of the group regarding

complex issues?

Identity politics: Naming yourself

Claiming Identity as an emancipatory practice

The term “identity politics” was introduced by the Combahee River Collective, a black

feminist lesbian socialist collective: “as children we realised that we were different from

boys and that we were treated differently – for example, when we were told in the same

breath to be quiet both for the sake of being ‘ladylike’ and to make us less objectionable

in the eyes of white people. In the process of consciousness-raising, actually life-sharing,

we began to recognise the commonality of our experiences and, from the sharing and

growing consciousness, to build a politics that will change our lives and inevitably end our

oppression” (Combahee River Collective, 1977).

The central idea of identity politics lies in turning around a shared experience of

marginalisation, humiliation or discrimination by adopting a label, derogatory term or

external definition (crip, queer, f-gg-t, black, N*Word, …) for oneself (Alick, 2023; Worthen,

2023). This process is called reappropriation and holds the possibility of using the language

of power that has separated and degraded human beings. This language of power, with

its derogatory terms, turns people into projections that serve self-identification. It turns

them into objects of a range of emotions such as hate, fear, fantasy or pity. The seemingly

counterintuitive act of appropriating a term that is often used to humiliate or belittle, can

be extremely powerful, if done collectively. Through the collective process of identification

and redefinition of the labels or categories, individuals are no longer mere objects of this

process. They become powerful subjects, claiming spaces in public discourse, politics and

(re-)gaining access to rights and resources formerly withheld. The function and purpose

of identity politics is consequently to point out how universal promises implied in the

declaration of human rights, often fall short and are being used to protect the rights and

interests of particular social groups (Dowling et al., 2017). When the advantages of some

groups become normalised and accepted and almost invisible to those growing up with

them, we call these advantages privilege. The status quo is already a type of identity

politics, we just tend to label it as “normal”. Have you ever thought of Christian Democratic
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Parties in predominantly Christian European countries as actors in the field of identity

politics? Some prominent examples of emancipatory movements that are also publicly

viewed as identity politics on the other hand are: The black Lives Matter movement, Kanak

Attack (Germany), the Zapatista resistance (Mexiko), the MST Landless Worker Movement

(Brasil) or the #Metoo movement, just to name a few.

Identity politics is controversially discussed, often by those who are unaware of their own

privileges, but not necessarily in positions of power. This is not surprising since identity

politics is a tool to call for a redistribution of resources, such as money, access to health

care and education, and access to social and political participation. If people are not in

positions of power and economically disenfranchised, and unaware of e.g. white privilege,

they might feel threatened by calls to redistribute resources that do not centre or even

further decenter their own experiences. Instead, they may understand a shared oppression

and include the fight for BIPoC rights, people with disabilities, queers in their own struggles

for dignity and liberation.

The Dilemma

With all of the above in mind, it can be said that labels can be problematic as they

can limit our capacities of self-expression, they can also be mistaken and tend to be

somewhat reductionist since they can never encapsulate a person’s complexity and reality

of their experiences. However, labels are also a pragmatic way to claim special support that

enables individuals to access resources and spaces. Some of the information that labels

carry might also hold useful insights to the individual or might be taken on voluntarily as

an emancipatory act. Therefore, labelling can be perceived as a balancing act, weighing the

pros and cons of being named, on the one hand, while claiming an identity on the other. In

the next part we will discuss a model that helps understanding the challenges and also this

act of balancing.

Working with the Trilemma

The trilemma of inclusion is a theoretical model by May-Anh Boger (2023) that helps

us navigate the dilemma between identity politics and a radical critique of labelling. It

offers insights into the dynamics of how groups deal with oppression. Through empirical

research, she highlights how the struggle against oppression manifests in various ways.

She challenges the notion that what is expected from oppressed people is very often

contradictory, and therefore the solutions to oppression are also often contradictory.

Three Dimensions

May-Anh Boger outlines the three dimensions of the trilemma; empowerment,

normalisation and deconstruction. Her findings show that it’s impossible to follow the three

1012 | IDENTITY POLITICS - LABELING IN EDUCATION



different strategies at the same time. You can follow one. But if you follow two, the third

is automatically excluded. So when labelling in education is critically discussed, this often

occurs within a deconstructionist approach (‘labels are bad, because they limit our capacity

of self-expression and they are wrong, because they never cover the complexity of reality’),

while for identity politics this is often undertaken through empowerment and normalisation

(‘I am x and as x I should get access to y’).

When we discussed the role of labelling and the role of identity politics in inclusive

education, there was some controversy in the beginning. The perspectives of the four

authors of this text included self-advocacy with regard to working class identity,

neurodiversity, trans rights, queer rights, lesbian and gay rights, racisms and also cis,

straight, white perspectives, formal teacher training special education and secondary

schools, political educator in NGOs, sociology, HR, activism, feminism, care work and

mental health.

From the biographical perspective of a special education teacher and researcher in the

field of special education teacher training, there was a strong need to deconstruct labels

and show the harm they do in the school system with regard to migration background, class

and disability. As a reaction to the strong activist position for a call for deconstruction,

one of the authors felt threatened and maintained the empowerment and normalisation

position. This could be summarised as follows. The special education teacher says: “Since

labels are bad, because they limit students’ development and they are for the most part

oversimplifications and never fully accurate, we should abolish labels altogether.” The queer

activist says, on the other hand: “I’m a Lesbian and am not giving up the labels, ‘Lesbian’ nor

‘Queer’”.

The first step of working together was understanding the difference between naming

yourself and being named by others. The trilemma then helps us to understand what

is happening among us on a deeper level. While all three aspects empowerment,

deconstruction and normalisation are important, not all of them can be adopted at the same

time. It gave us a way out saying that all the points are valid.

Practical Consequences of the Trilemmatic Theory of Inclusion

This experience can be very helpful for teachers to understand that, if you make any

emancipatory statement with regard to a marginalised group, it can at most follow two

of three emancipatory strategies: empowerment, normalisation or deconstruction. Since it

automatically excludes one of the other strategies, for example, a student or a colleague

might take the excluded position as they feel that their strategy has been threatened by

the position you have taken. A practical consequence of the trilemma is an understanding
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of this dynamic and taking a step back and realising its impact, and attempting to include

different strategies in similar statements and to encourage conversations on this topic with

older students or colleagues.

Figure 2 Title: Examples of self-understanding as (not)in_sane applied to the trilemma

Boger, 2020, translated by the authors from German

Example Cases of three individuals navigating the trilemma

As discussed in the paragraphs about identity, the process of answering the question,

‘Who am I?’ is both individual and collective. While every person’s journey is different, there

are some common experiences marginalised groups share. When we refer to marginalised

groups, we see this as encompassing LGBTIQ* people, disabled people, racialised people

including Roma and Traveller groups, Jews, working class people, single parents, migrants,
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poor and homeless people and all of those living on the margins. However, there are also

significant differences among people who are targets of the same ideology of inequality.

Ignoring these differences within groups can contribute to tensions and render invisible

specific pain and inequality (Crenshaw, 1991).

Intersectionality, as coined by Crenshaw, is a key concept that helps understand how

identities work for individual learners. The intersection between two or more identities

creates a different experience of marginalisation. Crenshaw (1991) argued that black

women are discriminated in ways that are a combination of both racism and sexism

(though not neatly fitting into the legal definitions of either), as the behaviour in the case

of sexism is compared to the experiences of all women including white women, and in

the case of racism to all black people including black men. This leaves the experiences of

black women largely unseen, as their blackness cannot be removed from their womaness

(Crenshaw, 1991).

In the context of the classroom, intersectionality speaks to how teachers and students

with intersectional identities, for example, a black disabled person, would not just

experience disadvantage due to racism and ableism, but also another form of disadvantage

experienced when ableism and racism combine. Therefore, in this instance, an approach

may be taken to recognise the complexity of identity, combining the learnings of studies

in the inclusion of disabled people and anti-racism and considering the additional barriers

created at the intersection. Although individuals have different experiences (due to a

combination of their own identities and the relationship between those identities), there are

commonalities between people who share an identity and it is useful to be aware of this.

In the video that accompanies this written chapter, you will find two of the authors (Özge

and Sam) speaking with Dr. Danielle Farrel on their experiences of identities, labelling and

the role of schools and teachers in facilitating students to express themselves, participate

and thrive as people with complex and some marginalised identities. For the purpose of

the discussion they describe themselves briefly as follows: Sam describes themself as a

non-binary trans neurodivergent person, as an activist, a partner and a family member; Özge

describes herself as a woman of colour, student and activist. Below we will take a few

examples from the discussion to illustrate the trilemma and how it may be used within the

classroom to identify solutions and strategies.

Normalisation

Normalisation, as part of the trilemma, can also be described as integration or

transnormalism (Boger, 2023). Boger explains:

Normalisation (N) is defined as the process of opening privileged positions
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and institutions to enable full participation. Others, having multiple identities can create

a stronger sense of community when engaging with others with a similar identity, similar

experiences and similar emotions even if not all of those identities always overlap. (2023:

21).

Normalisation can play out in a desire to raise the ‘other’ voice within normalised

structures or to create a society where everyone is equally normal or equally different. As

Sam explains:

“I was in a Catholic Girls school and stayed in the Catholic all-girls school until I finished,

and my teachers did not know how to cope at all [with Sam being trans]… The focus was that I

have to keep wearing the school uniform. Not on how I was getting on and whether everything

was okay at home. My parents and I weren’t really getting on very well, and I was trying to

finish my schooling but it wasn’t about supporting me. It was about making sure I follow the

school rules.”

Sam (Ireland)

In this example the school was prioritising normalisation, potentially as a means of

protecting the student. However, they did not support the position of normalisation with

either empowerment or deconstruction, either of which may have enabled greater inclusion

for the student.

Consider some strategies the school could have used using the lens of normalisation:

• They could have enabled Sam to be empowered and have a conversation about trans

people in the school. If Sam identified as male, this might have meant the introduction

of a boy’s uniform option and the identification of boys’ toilets. As a non-binary person

it would be including non-binary options within the school setting and creating a

space for non-binary people within the categories of the school.

• They could have brought in more uniform options for all students, with a focus less on

gender, and the deconstruction of norms.

• Can you think of any others?

• What about strategies that empower and deconstruct rather than normalise? Could

that be to take away all uniforms and gender categories and enable students to

express themselves away from labels?

Deconstruction

Deconstruction within the trillemmatic framework for inclusion can also be described as

dissolution or resistance (Boger, 2023).
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Deconstruction (D) is defined as the process aiming at the dissolution of

dichotomous orders of difference (as, for example ‘men vs. women’, ‘disabled vs. able-

bodied’, ‘white vs. black/of colour’) in which the normalised is represented as desirable and

as the centred position from which the others are constructed as the others and thereby

decentred.’ (2023: 21).

Deconstruction is a rejection of categorisation and the pursuit of fundamental change in

how society orders itself. Danielle spoke of her experience being labelled by doctors, before

she had had the opportunity to progress through life:

“And so I think it is difficult when you have or you’re faced with labels of medical diagnosis

before you even meet milestones like going to school and progressing through school.”

Danielle (Scotland)

Those labels assumed a deficit in her abilities and her potential. It determined whether

she could go on a school tour, go on sleepovers and how much she was expected to

achieve in the eyes of her teachers. A deconstructionist look at disability would require

an examination into the assumed truth, to show the power relationships and how social

inequalities are presented in the lives of children. On a basic level it would mean removing

labels from the classroom, and removing practices where children are categorised.

• Consider some strategies the school could have used using the lens of

deconstruction:

• Paired with normalisation, they could have treated Danielle as an individual with

individual needs in the classroom, while treating her classmates in the same manner.

Instead of categorising students by ability or needs, they would each be treated as

individuals and given individualised support, outside of any categorisation.

• Paired with empowerment, this could have meant Danielle refusing to be normalised,

or expected to fit in within that space. In this respect, Danielle would be seen and

heard as a member of this classroom with her needs met within and by the collective

(Boger, 2023). This could mean being within a group of exclusively disabled people,

away from the ableist gaze. Danielle spoke about finding the experience of being

outside the mainstream empowering, as in secondary school there were less limits

put on her by others with assumptions of her abilities.

• Can you think of any other strategies?

Empowerment

Empowerment can also be described as emancipation or participation:

IDENTITY POLITICS - LABELING IN EDUCATION | 1017



Empowerment (E) is defined as the political process in which an oppressed

or discriminated group forms a collective to gain power and raises the other voice that has

been silenced and not listened to’ (Boger, 2023: 21).

Educators build relationships with their students. This relationship should be built on

mutual trust and validation. Students need positive experiences in school, to feel believed

in, and supported in their efforts to excel and to achieve. Özge describes her positive

experience:

“I think for me it was in secondary school. Well, I don’t really remember a lot of primary

school, but in secondary school, I had the feeling that my class teacher… she was believing in

me, and like trying always to motivate me and trying to find ways in how I would understand

the content of the subjects. And I had the feeling she was like really supportive and always

telling me, you can do it and you will make it.”

Özge (Germany)

Marginalised people may or may not see their marginalisation as core aspects of their

identities. However, due to others perceptions of marginalised identities, these identities

can be suppressed or erased. More complex identities can be found, expressed and

fostered through representation and empowerment. Danielle does not see cerebral palsy as

the core aspect of her identity and explains:

“Cerebral palsy is only a small part of who I am. It’s not insignificant because without it, I

wouldn’t be the person I am, but it doesn’t define me. I am also aware that other people, other

disabled people, aren’t able to voice that. So I have a passion for disabled people in general

to be able to embrace their own identity, whatever that might be, and to advocate for the fact

that identity doesn’t need to be just an appearance.”

Danielle (Scotland)

• From above, have we thought about strategies the school could have used using the

lens of empowerment paired with deconstruction or normalisation. Are there any

others that you can think of?

• Can you think of times where empowerment would not be a good approach or may

come into conflict with other perspectives?

Reflecting on Identity and Labelling in Practice for Teachers

During their school years, many students are grappling with the question of who they are,

and this process can often appear overwhelming. Rather than labelling them, we should
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aim to structure and shape the classroom in a way that enables students to go through this

process of self-naming independently.

We, as educators, have the responsibility to create a space where students are not

discriminated against based on their identity. While we cannot guarantee that

discrimination will never occur – as classrooms inevitably reflect societal structures thus

reproducing discriminatory discourses and actions – we can work on raising our own and

our students’ awareness of the complexities of identity. Through our actions, methods,

and language, we influence the overall dynamic in the classroom, which can reduce

discriminatory behaviour. One of our goals should be to create a learning environment

where students do not feel pressured to identify with specific categories, groups, or

communities, but where they have the freedom to choose to do so if they wish. Being

labelled by others, especially by teachers, can be an inherently violent act, as it can strip

students of their agency.

Labels often come with preconceived notions about students’ abilities. Their bodies

and identities are already coded and constructed by outsiders – including teachers –

before they even enter the classroom. This process is inherently biased and does not

give all students an equal chance for fair treatment. Our identity is not solely defined

by what marginalises us, but often, because of these marginalised aspects, others make

assumptions about our capacities and our ability to be individuals. Consequently, these

assumptions become part of the everyday experiences of discrimination that students face

in schools.

In every classroom, there are students who experience this structural inequality due

to different or overlapping aspects of their identity. To help these students build new

narratives about themselves, educators need methods that show them that characteristics

or skills society labels as deficits are, in fact, powerful resources. This is particularly true

for multilingual students. Society often leads them to believe that growing up with multiple

languages can have a negative impact on the language they use in school. However, the

opposite is true: being able to understand and speak different languages provides students

with access to diverse cultures, literature, and knowledge systems, making it a valuable

resource. In order to support students in this way, it is crucial to get to know them well, to

understand their unique needs, and to be aware of potentially discriminatory situations they

might face. The need to empower students is crucial to providing them with the necessary

tools to assert their identities and their self-worth.

Students have complex and nuanced identities, and some may want to label their

experiences, while others may feel restricted by labels. Students benefit from feeling seen

and valued, not just as marginalised individuals, but as complete persons, including their
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marginalised identity. Throughout their school years, students will explore their own

identities, learning more about themselves and the communities they belong to or could

potentially belong to. For some, these identities will be shaped by the norms of the

communities they were born into, and as they grow older, they may begin to challenge these

norms. It is important to question those norms and create space for students to explore

their own sense of self.

As educators, we encounter emotionally charged situations on a daily basis, particularly

when identity is involved. Identity touches the core of who we are – our sense of self,

self-esteem, and personal beliefs – making these moments inherently emotional. The

process of exploring one’s identity is not just social, but deeply existential. This is why

such situations can be so intense. By recognising this, we can maintain composure and

professionalism in these charged moments. Being “professional” does not mean being

devoid of emotion; it means being aware of both our own emotions and those of the

students, particularly the existential struggles they may be facing. Identity formation is not

just a social process, but a deeply personal one, and threats to one’s identity can cause

significant existential pain. Being mindful of this allows us to stay centered and offer the

support students need during these crucial developmental moments.

Questions you could ask yourself as an educator:

1. What actions am I taking to help students get to know each other better, and to foster

a deeper understanding of each student’s individual background?

2. Am I staying informed about political or societal changes that could impact my

students and, in turn, affect the classroom dynamic? (For example, elections, issues

affecting diasporic communities such as war or family living situations abroad, or

incidents of racism, sexism, or queer and transphobic violence.)

3. Do I feel unsure or overwhelmed when conflicts arise in the classroom, and struggle to

find effective ways to address them?

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it
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online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=429#h5p-17

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• How can teachers be questioning themselves and open while at the same time – have

enough confidence and have tools to navigate the complex situations? (not one

solution, but different…)

• How can we make sure educators refer to students by name and not by labels

(administrative or self-constructed like stars-, sun- and moon-kids)?

• How can we ensure rights to support for students who need it without stigmatising

them?

• How can we create a safer space for students to develop their identity with peers,

while staying part of the school/classroom community?
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ENHANCING MINORITY LANGUAGES FOR
INCLUSION

Petra Auer; Beausetha Juhetha Bruwer; Pamela February; and Federica Festa

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=436#oembed-1

Example Case

“What? … No. … Do they maybe mean … Ah no. They didn’t. Maybe I should try again … at least

try to explain … What? … Ah! Maybe I got it now. … No. … If they just could understand what I

was trying to say. … Are they getting mad? … Or are they just as frustrated as I am. … If I just

knew what they wanted to tell me …”

Initial questions

• How can we implement a learning environment that enhances minority languages and

makes learning accessible for all learners?

• Are there common strategies that can be applied to different scenarios?
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Introduction to Topic

“Language learning [or learning in general] becomes a different issue seen from the

perspective of the speakers of a minority language […]” (Gorter, 2007:1). In contrast to

students speaking the language of the majority community, who speak the language at

home with their parents, and at school it is the only subject and medium of instruction,

however, this is not true for students of a minority language community. Instead, what

they encounter in school is a mismatch between the language they speak at home –

their first or native language(s) (for example, L1) – and the language they encounter in

the classroom (Gorter, 2007). As the example case illustrates, students’ first language(s)

is their language(s) of thought, emotion, identity and the construction of knowledge

(Cummins, 1981; Gibbons & Ramirez, 2004; Lange & Pohlmann-Rother, 2020). It can

therefore be deduced that learners who are speakers of a minority language and attend

schools with a “monolingual habitus” (Gogolin, 1994) face an increased risk of exclusion

or marginalisation. The following section elaborates on how the enhancement of minority

languages can foster the inclusiveness of schools or education systems in a broader sense.

Before that, however, we want to venture a definition of the terminology.

Key aspects

What do we mean when talking about minority languages?

The concept of “minority language” can be understood as controversial, which mainly

arises from the fact that the term “minority”, no matter from which discipline it is seen, is

problematic (Gorter, 2006). The endeavour to define what is a minority and what is not, to

set criteria for who belongs to a minority group, is a very complicated one (Laakso et al.,

2016). Very often, minority language is simply defined as the language spoken by less than

a certain percentage of a population in each geographic context (for example, region, state,

country), that is, it is about the size of the speaker population within a specific territory

(European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, 1998; Grenoble & Singerman, 2014).

Contrary to this, Garcia (2006) defines “minority language education[…] as the school’s use

of a language (or languages) spoken by students whose heritage language differs from that

of the more powerful members of society who usually exercise the most control over state

schools” (Garcia, 2006; 159). Her definition does not refer to numbers but rather to language

status and associated power relations. Thus, the question arises as to which language

is dominant rather than how many people speak the language in that situation. Finally, it

can be added that different types of minorities exist; old or traditional (i.e., indigenous,

autochthonous) versus new minorities (i.e., migrant). In this regard, it needs to be stated

that some of these nominations are discussed controversially and very often, borders

between one type and the other can be fuzzy (Laakso et al., 2016).
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It becomes evident that when it comes to minority languages, we might meet various and

sometimes even conflicting definitions and understandings of what a minority language is.

The above example case depicts a lone learner who does not understand what is happening

in the classroom as their home language is different from the language of instruction. It

may be familiar to you, as this situation is happening in classrooms around the world daily.

You might also notice the risk of exclusion that lies within the fact that a learner does not

understand what is going on in the learning situation (De Korne, 2021).

In the following, we are going to examine in closer detail four scenarios that depict

diverse (language) learning situations that may make you think about the topic differently.

These scenarios will be accompanied by the specific language policies that underpin them

and the realities of each of the instruction contexts within which the learners in these

scenarios find themselves. In this way, we try to illustrate how the concept of minority

language is strictly related to and interwoven with contextual and structural factors such

as the policy context of the nation-state, which, for instance, plays a crucial role in defining

which language varieties obtain minority status and thus rights and protection (Gorter,

2006), and consequently, is given importance and space in education and in the classroom.

Description of a structural disadvantage and how to address or prevent it
through the use of four scenarios

Scenario 1: Finnish Sign Language and the case of a
deaf learner

Deaf/hard-of-hearing (DHH) pupil named Jenna is schooling in a classroom using spoken

language, Finnish, with a hearing teacher in an environment where others do not know a

national sign language, Finnish Sign Language (FinSL). Jenna herself has started to acquire

FinSL with her family. In this scenario, how can she learn and acquire FinSL in a non-signing

environment where the teacher and other classmates do not sign? Also, how does Jenna
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understand what is spoken in the environment, and what the teacher is teaching? How can

we support Jenna’s evolving bilingualism and DHH identity? Why is Jenna in this situation?

Language Policy

According to various estimates, there are more than 70 million deaf people in the world, and

an even larger number who are hard of hearing (World Federation of the Deaf, 2023). Signed

languages, like spoken languages, are natural, complete, and independent languages in the

visual-gestural modality that have emerged in deaf communities around the world over

time. Each country has its own signed language and even more than one, like in Finland,

there is a FinSL and Finnish-Swedish Sign Language (FinSSL). Signed languages have been

researched for decades in the field of sign language linguistics (Brentari, 2010) and Deaf

Studies (Gertz et al., 2016), but still, public knowledge of these languages and communities

seems to remain quite limited.

The status of sign languages varies in different countries in Europe and around the world.

Recently many European countries have acknowledged sign languages in their legislation

(Murray et al., 2015). In Finland, sign language was recognised in 1995 and the Sign

Language Act, concerning both national sign languages, was enacted in 2015.

DHH people who use a signed language are a group with a unique double status –

are not only a linguistic minority but also a disability minority. The rights and needs deaf

and other people with diverse hearing status, should therefore be seen from different and

complementary perspectives.

The majority of DHH children, over 95%, are born to hearing parents, most of whom do

not know a national signed language, so DHH children do not automatically learn a national

signed language (Mitchell & Karchmer, 2004). In the case of DHH children, hearing parents

who do not know a national signed language also have to learn a new language with their

children. Ensuring bilingual education and support in a national signed language at different

educational stages and in public services for families is crucial for a DHH child’s balanced

bilingual development and growth with full linguistic accessibility.

Instructional context

Current situations are always shaped by history. There have been, for example, also serious

human right violations in Finland, like sterilisations as part of racial hygiene policy efforts

and deaf people have been forced to speak and the use of sign languages has been banned

in education (Katsui et al., 2021). In Finland, this history has contributed to the beginning

of a unique national truth and reconciliation process about the injustices done to the sign

language and deaf community. It is similar to that of the Sami minority, where the truth and

reconciliation process began earlier (Katsui et al., 2021).
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Deaf people’s language proficiencies have often been controlled by normative standards,

such as deaf children’s national sign language learning being restricted by governments,

early invention and so-called “inclusive” education system (Snoddon, 2022; Snoddon &

Paul, 2020). Many DHH children in mainstream schools are isolated with other non-signing

children in the classroom without support services (Murray et al., 2018). Henner and

Robinson (2023) find that DHH children very often experience language deprivation and

lack of linguistic capital because they do not have access to a community of languages

inside and outside school and they do not have fluent signers around them. Snoddon (2022)

describes this situation as social and epistemological violence against deaf bodies and

deaf ecosystems, as the education system deprives children of direct instruction in a signed

language and access to the signing community of DHH peers. There is an intergenerational

transmission that has been disrupted by so-called ‘inclusive education’, resulting in a loss

of identity for DHH children (Snoddon, 2022).

Recent research shows that pupils in special education have a much better chance of

receiving instruction in a signed language than those in mainstream education in Finland

(Katsui et al., 2021). This can be a difficult situation for families who would like their

children to attend a local school, and to be taught in a bilingual way with signed language

(FinSL/FinSSL). Advanced hearing technology and its practices has contributed to the

contradiction between medicalisation and rehabilitation discourse and the linguistic-

cultural view. This dual distribution and discourse can still be seen in the field of education,

thus leaving bilingual education in a signed language on the margins of education.

Scenario 2: Migrant Students and new minority languages

Enson is a 15-year-old student. His family is originally from Albania and moved to South

Africa when Enson was four years old. As a result, Enson speaks both Albanian and English

as a native speaker. Last year he arrived in Italy as an unaccompanied minor because

he had been recruited by a professional football team. He initially enrolled in a scientific

1030 | ENHANCING MINORITY LANGUAGES FOR INCLUSION



secondary school because of his excellent maths results in South Africa, but he failed. He

is now in the first year of a commercial vocational school. Why is Enson in this situation?

Language policy

In Italy, according to the Ministry of Education (MI, 2024), 11.2% of the students are migrant

students; more than half of them (65.4%) were born in Italy, others arrive, like Enson,

when they are already grown up. For the school year 2022/2023 it was observed that

there was a decrease in the total school population (-1.2%). The number of students with

Italian citizenship declined (-2%) while those students with non-Italian citizenship showed

a growth (+4.9%). Italian citizenship is transmitted through jus sanguinis, that is, students

born in Italy as children of parents who are both non-Italian citizens are considered migrants

in the statistics. Linguistically speaking, many of the students are new minorities that

are gradually becoming part of the national historical heritage. Almost half (44.4%) of

the students with non-Italian citizenship are of European origin, but there are almost 200

countries from which students originate.

According to Italian law, students under the age of 18 have the right and duty to be

educated and must be enrolled in the grade appropriate to their age. In practice, however,

many secondary schools refuse or discourage the enrolment of migrant students on the

grounds that their level of Italian is considered insufficient to enable them to succeed in

school (Bonizzoni et al., 2006; Barban & White, 2011; Romito, 2014). So, these students

often choose a vocational or technical school, regardless of their previous educational

background. It is also very common for migrant students to drop out of school. Sometimes,

because they fail, other times, because they are placed in classes below their age (despite

legislation). According to the Italian Ministry of Education (MI, 2024), more than one quarter

of foreign students aged between 17 and 18 drop out of school, with a strong gender

difference that sees the schooling rate of female students’ 20% lower than that of males.

Enson’s story is very common among migrant students and indicates that the presence

of new minority languages is regarded as a problem, even though Italian law (Law 482/

1999; MIUR, 2014) and common European and international documents (Council of Europe,

1992; Pasikowska-Schnass, 2016) affirm that the presence of many national, regional, old

and new minority languages spoken in Europe enriches the common cultural heritage. The

proportion of low-achieving migrant students exceeds that of native-born students in most

European countries, even when socio-economic status is controlled for (OECD, 2016).

It seems that teachers, in spite of the legal guidelines, give different values to the
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different languages and thus they appear in a hierarchy. If Enson had been the son of an

English couple who had just moved to Italy, would the school have thought of rejecting his

enrolment? In Italy, the law has been protecting linguistic minorities since the Constitution

of 1948, and some regions have a bilingual or even trilingual education system. Instead,

for example, the Romanì language, which historically is considered a minority in Italy, is

not recognised as such by the law (Scala, 2021), and the same is true for other regional

languages.

Instructional Context

As we can see, theoretical principles and policies are often not applied in everyday school

life. Very often teachers ask learners to exclusively use the language of instruction at

school and to avoid their native language or languages. So, Enson is a typical case of a

heritage speaker. On the one hand, the immersive situation allows students to learn the

target language very quickly, but on the other hand, it seems to be a demand for cultural

assimilation.

In Italy, foreign students are immediately placed in mainstream classes where they learn

the language of the school as a second (or third, or fourth, …) language in an immersive way,

since any form of special schooling has been abolished in Italy since the 1970’s (Law 517/

77). Only for pupils who have been in Italy for less than a year are schools obliged to activate

L2 courses during school hours, and it is more common for schools with a high presence

of pupils with non-Italian citizenship to be well organised to support the L2 learning path

both for newly arrived pupils and for all levels of academic language learning as L2. In

fact, any other Italian L2 course is only activated when the class council/teaching team

deems it appropriate and with the agreement of the pupils’ families, as the law stipulates

that language learning must be predominantly immersive, through the adaptation and

personalisation of the curriculum (C.M. 24/2016). The most recent legislative provisions

allocate resources to schools in the form of specialised teachers for the teaching of Italian

as a second language and funds for the activation of courses, but only to schools with at

least 20% of foreign pupils. The percentage of pupils with non-Italian citizenship in science

high schools is 4.3%, while in technical and vocational schools it ranges from 9% to 28.4%

(MI, 2024), so science high schools usually do not have Italian L2 courses, but exceptions

to the average can be found, both virtuous and less so.

Despite studies (D’Anglejan, 1988) showing that it takes about one year to learn the

basic interpersonal communication skills of a new language and about 5 years to achieve

cognitive academic language proficiency, bilingualism is still a disadvantage in formal

education, so much so that 53% of foreign pupils are behind their age group at the end of

secondary school (MI, 2024).

How can Enson’s teachers change their attitudes, possibly changing the outcome of his

studies and supporting him on his path of growth and identity construction as a migrant
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and multilingual person? In this scenario, there was no suggestion that Enson should do

his studies in his mother language at the same time as learning Italian. Study material

in English could have been found easily and the use of translators could have been

encouraged. Additionally, it would have been possible to activate the Albanian-speaking

community in Turin, or to look for other Albanian- or English-speaking students in the

school or in similar schools. What kind of teacher knowledge would have been necessary

to activate these resources?

Scenario 3: Official Minority Languages in a multilingual
context

Giulio is in his first year of primary school and just started

learning German as a second language. At home, he speaks

Italian with his mother, his father, his little sister Francesca, his

nonna (grandmother) and his nonno (grandfather). With all his

friends from kindergarten, he primarily spoke Italian, even if it

was not always everybody’s native language. He learnt some

words in Albanian and Moroccan from his friends there. However,

learning German is a totally new thing for him, so in the first days

of school he struggled because he does not understand what the

German teacher is telling him. Why is Giulio in this situation?

Language Policy

The Autonomous Province of Bolzano, a region in Northern Italy bordering Austria and

Switzerland, is characterised by a specific ethnolinguistic reality with three different

ethnolinguistic groups historically cohabitating on the territory: Italian, German and Ladin

(Nössing, 2017).

With the end of World War I and according to the peace treaties of Saint Germain in

1919, the province, which before was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, was annexed to

the Italian Kingdom (Steininger, 2004). Due to this annexation, German and Ladin became

linguistic minorities within the Italian Empire. In 1922, with the fascist takeover of power,

the so-called time of Italianisation began, a forced assimilation of the German- and Ladin-

speaking inhabitants (Voltmer et al., 2007). After World War II, the latter started striving for

the province to become autonomous to ensure their language and culture were protected,

which at times also took on violent overtones (Alcock, 2001). Consequently, tensions and

mistrust dominated the relationship between and coexistence of the three language groups
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for a long time (Baur, 2009). In 1972, the Second Autonomy Statute came into force, which

implemented a series of provisions (for example primary responsibilities for public services,

agriculture, kindergarten and school buildings; introduction of a quota system to regulate

access to public positions; autonomous administration of the school) guaranteeing the

protection of minorities and aimed at setting the pillars for a peaceful coexistence of all.

Nowadays, all three languages share the status of official languages and Ladin and

German are further recognised as minority languages within the Italian nation-state and

protected as such by law (Nössing, 2017). These historical events and the resulting

legislation led, among others, to a tripartite division of the education system according to

the “language groups” (i.e., the establishment of three parallel school systems, each with its

administration, education authority, directing body, and evaluation board) (Wisthaler 2013).

Consequently, all educational institutions from kindergarten to secondary education are

separated by language.

Instructional Context

In the territory, you can find schools in the German, Italian and Ladin language. However,

children and youth in school learn the other official language(s) as second/third

language(s) (i.e., in German schools Italian is thought as L2, in Italian schools German,

in Ladin schools both German and Italian as L2 and L3). While the Italian and German

educational institutions can be defined as “monolingual schools” (Baur, 2009), where the

second language is taught as a subject for a certain number of hours per week, Ladin

schools follow a “parity model” (Rautz, 1999). Here, an equal number of lessons are taught

in German and Italian, and Ladin is taught as a subject creating a trilingual school model.

More specifically, Ladin is used as a teaching language in kindergarten and an auxiliary

language in primary school. In first grade, literacy is achieved through Ladin and one of the

two other official languages, Italian or German, and the respective third language is taught

for at least one hour per week with the aim to respond individually to the child’s language

skills. From the beginning of second grade equal use of German and Italian is applied (Verra,

2008, 2011).

Even though, having schools in each of the official languages was initially implemented

to protect the linguistic minorities, recently, scholars also address the current situation

critically as contributing to the creation of parallel worlds because the strict separation

hinders daily contacts between the children of different language groups (Baur, 2013; Gross,

2019; Zinn, 2017, 2018). It is the case for Giulio, who has no German-speaking friends,

even though Hannah lives next door; she also just started primary school in the exact same

building as Giulio, but their classrooms are on different floors, and the break time is not the

same. As the statistics show, the chance that Giulio and Hannah will ever become friends

is small. A survey from 2017 showed that 90% of the interviewed youth stated having many

friends of the same language group. Further, only 23% of those interviewed considered the
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co-living of the different language groups as a positive aspect of the province, and only 20%

identified the division among language groups as problematic (ASTAT, 2017).

Therefore, taking an inclusive perspective, one of the central questions regarding the

Province of Bolzano is “[…] whether the policies aimed at protecting the historical traditional

minorities in South Tyrol help or hinder the creation of a tolerant and pluralistic society

[…]” (Medda-Windischer, 2015: 101). Even though the Italian school system in terms of its

structure and the long tradition is one of the most inclusive education systems around

the world, when taking the perspective of languages, the inclusiveness of schools in the

Province of Bolzano might be questioned (Auer, 2023).

Scenario 4: The official language of
instruction is not native to anyone

Elina is a Grade 3 learner from Namibia who

speaks Khoekhoegowab at home with her

parents, her friends, and everyone else in her

community. She loves interacting in her

language with her friends, as the “click”

sounds of her language are music to her ears.

Elina and many of her friends go to an

Afrikaans school, because of a lack of

Khoekhoegowab schools in the area where

she is staying. In school, Elina’s teacher teaches in Afrikaans, which makes learning difficult

for Elina as she does not always understand what the teacher is saying. In addition, Elina

must also learn to read and write in English, which is even more confusing as she only uses

English at school. Why is Elina in this situation?

Language Policy

In Namibia, the language policy states that from Pre-primary to Grade 3, learners should be

instructed in their home language, with English offered as a subject. Grade 4 is a transitional

year where English becomes the primary medium of instruction and the home language is

taught as a subject (MEC, 1993). The objectives of this policy were to promote the equality

of all national languages in Namibia and to ensure that all citizens had a sufficient level of

English proficiency to support the establishment of English as the official language (Norro,

2022). Although this is the language policy, it is not always implemented in the prescribed

manner, as seen in Elina’s case.

According to Kamwangamalu (2013), two opposing ideologies, decolonisation, and

internationalisation have influenced language planning in post-colonial African nations.

In contrast to decolonisation, which involves replacing the ex-colonial language with

indigenous languages, internationalisation results in the preservation of the ex-colonial

ENHANCING MINORITY LANGUAGES FOR INCLUSION | 1035



languages to gain economic advancement and greater communication. Globalisation has

most recently expanded and strengthened the internationalisation ideology. In order to

provide their children with an equal chance to prosper in the new global order, more

parents are insisting that their children learn English, which has increased the language’s

significance (Norro, 2022).

Interviews with people from various ethnic groups in Namibia revealed that the majority

of parents, teachers, and learners agreed that English should be the primary language of

instruction and that it should be taught in the first year of primary school. They believe

that early exposure to the language will accelerate learners’ fluency in it and that people

who cannot speak English are unable to contribute effectively to society (Chavez, 2016).

The leniency with which the policy is applied in schools makes this another reason why

many learners do not receive early primary education in their home languages. For example,

if schools can demonstrate that there are a significant number of residents from other

language communities in the area, they may apply to the Ministry of Education, Arts and

Culture to teach in English from Pre-Primary to Grade 3 while using the learners’ home

language/local language as the second language. In this sense, English becomes superior

to local languages.

Instructional Context

Statistics showed that only 42% of Khoekhoegowab-speaking learners have

Khoekhoegowab as their medium of instruction (February, 2018). As Elina’s language is a

Khoisan language, which is different from the Afrikaans language, which has a Germanic

root (Norro, 2022), it is difficult for the teacher to accommodate Elina and her friends in

the class. The teacher does not understand Elina’s language and struggles to explain the

content of the lessons to Elina and her friends. As she is not familiar with Khoekhoegowab,

she can also not use code-switching to make the learning process easier. This is an

unfortunate situation, but it is a common situation in Namibia where learners are taught in a

language that is not their native tongue. The scenario of the Namibian situation (in terms of

the number of Khoekhoegowab-speaking learners) is indicative of the power of a dominant

language that is legislated to be taught to the learners in spite of their heritage language.

The fact that learners are taught in a second or third language that they find challenging

to grasp makes learning difficult for them. Often, they find themselves in a situation where

they have to learn a language at the same time that they have to learn in the language. In

Elina’s situation, she has to learn Afrikaans at the same time that she learns in Afrikaans.

She is also consecutively introduced to English as a subject in which she needs to gain

a level of proficiency that will enable her to read and write in the language. In these

situations, the learners’ self-esteem and confidence in their ability to speak and write in the

instructional language may suffer. Learning in these circumstances can lead to frustrated

learners, as they may feel that their own language and cultural experiences have no place
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in formal education. They may face the situation of being looked down upon by those more

fluent in the language of instruction and characterised as underachieving and slow. This

can result in them avoiding situations where they have to express themselves using the

language of instruction (Motitswe & Taole, 2016).

Figure 1: The four scenarios at a glance
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To sum up, Figure 1 provides an overview of the four scenarios just presented. As

represented in these scenarios what we are talking about when using the term “minority

language” can be very different and is strongly related to language policy and contextual

factors. Further, the scenarios demonstrate the complexity of the different classroom

situations. You may typically have assumed that minority language is a case of the lone

learner who speaks or uses a different language than the rest of the class, for example,

the case of the deaf learner who uses Finnish Sign Language (Scenario 1). In Scenario

2, in addition to the case provided, there is also a discussion of several migrant learners

who speak different languages to those taught at the school. Instead, in Scenario 3, the

fact that the minority language(s) are officially recognised and protected by law leads

to monolingual schools in a multilingual context. In the Namibian case (Scenario 4), the

Khoekhoegowab learners are the majority in the class but do not reflect the language of

instruction, Afrikaans and English. Despite the individuality of each of the scenarios, in

the following, by responding to two initial questions, we try to elaborate some overarching

possibilities for action, which might be applicable for all four and even other possible

scenarios of minority languages in educational contexts.

Enhancing minority languages

Over half the world’s population is bilingual and many people are multilingual. In China, for

example, there are 56 nationalities that use around 80 different languages (Fang, 2017).

According to the Atlas of the World’s Languages of UNESCO (n. d.), “language is a carrier

of human heritage, a local knowledge repository system, a system for communicating

between people and a regional, national and global economic-political resource to be

managed as an asset along with natural, human, financial and other resources, as part of

good governance and societal development” (UNESCO, nd). Schools and teachers, but also

more broadly, education authorities and the surrounding community play a role in how a

minority language is preserved for future generations and what development opportunities

it has (European Commission, 2019). This is particularly important in the case of small

national minority languages, which may have only hundreds or a few thousand language

users. The situation is different in the case of transnational languages with a large

community of users. These languages often have more resources, for example in the form

of networks, institutions, and learning materials. Instead, for instance, signed languages

often have very few materials appropriate for primary education and different subjects

(Katsui, 2021). According to the World Report on Disability (Lancet, 2011), people with

disabilities, including the deaf, are the most discriminated group in the world. Deaf people

are socially disadvantaged and vulnerable in many parts of the world, and are often denied

access to education, among other things (Lancet, 2011). The World Federation of the Deaf

and many researchers, consider the use of signed language and education in a signed
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language to be a human rights issue (Murray, Meulder & Maire, 2018). Similarly, indigenous

people, who represent a significant part of the world’s vast cultural and linguistic diversity

and heritage, often do not have access to schooling in their traditional languages (United

Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs [UN DESA], 2017).

As argued previously (see Introduction), it is not only about preserving minority languages

around the globe, but from an inclusive perspective, it is about responding to the diversity of

all learners through the removal of barriers and the prevention of exclusion, which can arise

from specific attitudes towards the many possible facets of diversity (Ainscow et al., 2013).

Language can be understood as one of these facets and therefore needs to be taken into

consideration in the realisation of inclusive education as a human right and as groundwork

for a more equitable society. Therefore, it needs to be asked, how schools can provide all

students with the opportunity to learn, to play an active citizenship role, and communicate

a policy of equal value for alllanguages.

In this regard, it is believed that the school community, as well as the wider society, could

respond in the following manner. In Figure 2 there is an overview of six possibilities for

action in terms of approaching the goal of a more inclusive education from the perspective

of minority languages. As can be seen, five of them can be located in the classroom or

school level, while one of them operates at a higher level of legal anchoring. Further, certain

strategies will lead to another creating a recurring circular structure in their application

but essentially, they are all interrelated in a reciprocal way, which is why the application

sequence can be flexible, reversed, or swapped.

Figure 2: Strategies to enhance minority languages for inclusion
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Support critical self-reflection of attitudes towards multilingualism

The construction of plurilingual language environments and opportunities is also influenced

by the teacher’s own perceptions and attitudes (Heller, 2007) as part of the school culture.

It is therefore important for teachers to reflect on their own perceptions of multilingualism

and multilingual learners.

Among the various directions taken by research on multilingualism education, teacher

training is one of the main fields of action for integrating pluralistic approaches into a

language policy open to plurality. Teachers need to be stimulated to adopt a reflexive

attitude that makes them critical of the representations and certainties related to the

profession and teaching disciplines. Just as the focus in the classroom has progressively

shifted from the subject to the methodology and finally to the learner, so teacher training,

which was mainly based on the transmission of concepts and know-how relating to

ENHANCING MINORITY LANGUAGES FOR INCLUSION | 1041



classroom management, has more recently recognised the centrality of the trainee

teacher’s individual experience.

Pluralistic approaches, as a way of looking at language teaching and because of the

challenges they pose to many preconceptions about languages and language learning, are

an ideal way to promote education based on reflection, critical thinking and collaboration.

Many factors come into play when teachers relate to languages, which are difficult to

identify if they are not critically recognised in their own training: the social status that

distinguishes each language, the possibility of appropriating them, the hope of their

practical usefulness in the future, and the affective dimension (Blondeau & Salvadori,

2020). For instance, in the Scenario of the Autonomous Province of Bolzano it seems to

be important – due to the historical events and ongoing tensions between the different

language groups (the three language groups live together separately and ethnic conflicts

still occur) (Baur, 2009, 2013; Carlà, 2007; Heiss & Obermair, 2012) – all those involved

in education critically reflect their own language history and attitudes towards the other

official languages. As Baur (2013) argues, in the case of the Province of Bolzano, the

coming together of the language groups and the acquisition of multilingual and intercultural

competences depend not only on contacts and cooperation but also on joint processing

of the historical trauma, which alone can produce a sensitive understanding of societal

equality.

Literature suggests many strategies that can be used to develop greater awareness of

multilingual identity. The linguistic autobiography (D’Agostino, 2012; Andrade et al., 2020)

is an example of a tool to reflect on the complexity of everyone’s linguistic history. A

linguistic autobiography is a personal narrative or account that focuses on an individual’s

experiences of and relationship with language throughout his or her life. It usually includes

information about the person’s linguistic background, including the languages they speak,

their language learning experiences and the ways in which language has shaped their

identity, culture and communication. Language autobiographies are often used as a tool for

self-reflection and as a means of exploring the complex interplay between language and

personal identity. For this reason, this technique has been tried and tested in the in-service

and initial training of teachers working in multilingual contexts. Other similar tools that can

be used in teacher training include Identity text (Cummins, 2010), which are written or visual

representations, such as essays, stories, drawings, or any form of creative expression, that

allow individuals to explore and express their own cultural and linguistic identities.

Advance multilingualism as a positive approach

The term “multilingualism” has many definitions. The term can refer to multilingual

individuals or locations where multiple languages are spoken. Therefore, it may be useful to

apply the Council of Europe’s distinctions between plurilingualism and multilingualism (Lid,

2018). Plurilingualism is defined as the quality of an individual possessing a “plurilingual
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repertoire” of language competences, and multilingualism is the attribute of a place, city,

society, or nation-state where many languages are spoken (Council of Europe, 2007). Even

with precise definitions, the description and perception of multilingualism can occasionally

change from one context to another.

A common view of multilingualism is having a population that speaks or understands

two or more main languages learnt in school in addition to one or more national languages.

Some will define multilingualism as the ability to distinguish between languages that are

considered “valued” and those that are not. With very rare exceptions, the languages of

relatively recent immigrants continue to be those that are considered to have less

significance than the extremely important languages of communication, such as English.

In some African countries, there are children who can speak more than one language

before they start primary school. They learn one language at home, one or more in the

neighbourhood, and then a third or even fourth language at school, where it serves as the

medium of instruction (Lid, 2018).

The way people think of multilingualism is as varied as its reality. Linguistic diversity

and multilingualism have often been seen as problematic, with monolingualism being

considered a more natural and preferable option. Many parents and educationalists

believed that having more than one language was detrimental to cognitive development or

at least caused some confusion (Cenoz, 2012). However, studies show that multilingualism

has a positive impact on cognitive development and meta-linguistic awareness (Baker,

2011) and it seems that professionals are beginning to make more use of learners’ entire

linguistic repertoires in foreign and second language (L2) education (Taylor & Snoddon,

2013).

The number of multilingual students in European schools and elsewhere has increased

recently, which has prompted a re-examination of multilingual student models to enhance

multilingual students’ academic performance and participation (Duarte & van der Meij,

2018). Considering our four scenarios, which include a national language, a minority

language, a foreign language, and numerous immigrant languages, it can be difficult to

meet the requirements of multilingual education in an educational system that reflects

these realities.

If schools strive for multilingualism and multiliteracy, then multilingual education is the

use of two or more languages in the classroom. As such, it serves as a catch-all phrase

for a variety of pedagogical strategies that make use of several instruction languages, as

well as those that seek to promote elite bilingualism. Using students’ family languages as

a resource for instruction is a typical element of many new programs designed from a

multilingual education perspective (Duarte & van der Meij, 2018).

Translanguaging is one of those novel linguistic subjects that scholars are interested in

studying. It refers to the act of multilingual people using their whole language repertoire to

communicate, or more specifically to learn in an academic environment. A translanguaging

approach to teaching would mean that multilingual students would have the opportunity to
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use any language they have access to in a school setting. Although it was always thought

that a teacher conducting a language exercise in a L2 setting had to do it exclusively in

L2, researchers are now attempting to develop new educational approaches for bilinguals

considering the large-scale migration. As a result, translanguaging was presented as a

means of bridging L1 and L2. Students can use their whole language repertoire in a

translanguaging classroom, and they can switch between L1 and L2 at different points

during the learning process (Evgenikou, 2017).

Numerous studies have highlighted the benefits of a translanguaging pedagogy at

various school performance levels for both new and old minority languages. According to

Duarte and van der Meij (2018), some of these benefits include:

• better lesson completion,

• balancing the power dynamics between the languages in the classroom,

• minority language protection and promotion,

• increased participant, confidence and motivation,

• learning maximisation,

• language empowerment,

• and higher cognitive engagement in content matter learning.

In the past, bilingualism, or multilingualism, was viewed as a hurdle in educational

environments, resulting in the separation of languages. However, with translanguaging

pedagogies, all languages spoken in a classroom are purposefully and systematically

utilised to improve learning outcomes and recognise all students’ linguistic diversity and

abilities. By providing encouragement and training for teachers to strategically use

translanguaging practices, the focus can shift from viewing multilingualism as a problem to

continuing to recognise it as a valuable resource (Norro, 2022).

Avoid unbalanced/subtractive bilingualism

The previous section emphasises the shift from viewing multilingualism as a problem

and instead encourages the perception of viewing the use of all languages as valuable.

Discouraging the use of other languages in school and institutional contexts very often

leads to an unbalanced and subtractive bilingualism, in which one or more languages are

gradually abandoned and “hidden” because considered less valuable, resulting in a loss

of wealth for the individual and society. This is of particular concern when the “hidden”

language is the child’s first language.

In direct contrast, additive bilingualism encourages learning the second language while

the first language is reinforced. In addition, Garcia and Cole (2014) argue that the common

practice of treating two languages as equal but separate disregards the intricate language

skills of multilingual learners who strive to balance the power dynamics between multiple
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languages. This includes efforts to counteract linguistic hierarchies between majority and

minority languages, as well as between spoken and signed languages. To give a concrete

example, instead of confrontation between spoken and signed languages, the education

sector and its authorities should see different languages, cultures and different human

abilities as human capital and thus support the bi-multilingualism and identity development

of DHH learners in a holistic way.

The growth of bilingualism and the acquisition of a bilingual identity are hampered

by keeping one language out of reach of the other (diglossia). Garcia’s concept of

“Transglossia” was first introduced as a result of this insight (Garcia & Cole, 2014).

Transglossia is a communication network that functions on stable and dynamic principles,

where diverse languages function in a mutually beneficial interdependent relationship. It

prioritises flexible language practices of bilingual/multilingual individuals over preserving

linguistic asymmetries among nation-states and socio-economic groups by upholding two

or more of their respective languages. Consequently, the study of bilingualism moves away

from defending national languages and ideologies.

In the first scenario, there was a DHH learner in a classroom in a ‘hearing’ environment

where others use spoken language. The school could deploy a paired teaching model where

two teachers teach in parallel in signed and spoken languages, that is one of the teachers

being deaf or hearing person who is fluent in national signed language. The school could

also organise an interpreter who conveys the information that enables the DHH learner

to access spoken instruction and interaction with others and to express her thoughts in

a signed language. These different solutions, such as organising a paired teaching model

with suitable teachers, interpreting services and placing other signing children in the same

school or classroom supports the DHH learner’s identity development. These arrangements

show that the school environment accepts the languages and bilingual and cultural identity

of DHH people.

Regarding new minority languages, Unganer (2014) claims through her personal

migration experience that language loss or attrition has a huge impact on the individual in

various aspects of their life. She recommends the following:

• The establishments of partial immersion and/or cultural heritage programmes.

• Educating the public against hostile and racist attitudes.

• Raising parents’ awareness of the need for proficiency in the second language, while

maintaining their first language identities and cultural values.

• Most importantly, second language teachers should promote additive bilingualism over

subtractive bilingualism by creating a welcoming environment.

It is believed that these strategies promote a child’s well-being and indicate to the child that

all languages are valued equally.
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Value all languages and minority language users equally

Minority language is often seen as less important and often ignored. This mindset and

attitude reflect linguistically discriminatory thinking, which is also called “linguicism”. It is

estimated that more than 40% of the world’s languages are endangered (Harrison, 2007).

Throughout the world, the status of deaf people, signed languages, and deaf education has

long been marked by the struggle between spoken languages and signed languages, and by

discrimination against deaf people and signed languages (Gallaudet University, 2023).

Minority languages are easily overshadowed by majority languages. The different roles

and status of languages are often visible in the school environments, because languages

are often valued in different ways, as we can see in all the scenarios. In the field of applied

linguistics, multilingualism has been examined from perspectives such as language policy,

language planning and attitudes towards the use of different languages. When it comes to

language learning in the classroom, it is important to provide a more equal status to the

different languages coming together in one classroom, be it the student’s native or heritage

languages, the language of instruction or the second/third language.

Research has shown that, when the language of origin is used in school, the students’

sense of identity, self-esteem and self-concept are strengthened, whereas when these

children are simply placed in ‘mainstream’ education, they are vulnerable to loss of self-

esteem and status, and their motivation and interest in schoolwork suffers, with negative

effects on performance (Council of Europe, 2020).

To critically address the existing power relations between languages within the school,

it is necessary for teachers to work on their own attitudes and perceptions (Section 1), to

adopt an approach that values multilingualism in their teaching practice (Section 2), and

thus to actively work to prevent their student’s bilingualism from becoming unbalanced

(Section 3). However, this is not enough if we do not broaden our view to include the context,

which, through its organisation, helps to convey a hierarchy of languages and cultures.

A useful tool in this direction is the observation of the linguistic landscape, which in

this particular context, is called the linguistic schoolscape. The term linguistic landscape

refers to the visual representation of languages in a particular geographic area, typically in

public spaces. Traditionally, when thinking of languages in school, our mind runs directly

to reading and writing. The landscape perspective broadens our gaze to classrooms and

corridors, assembly spaces, playgrounds, signs posted on doors where staff or students

work and where students congregate, blackboard writings, signs, and posters on walls.

There images combine with different languages to inform, instruct and/or influence. As

Krompák and colleagues (2021) have well demonstrated, multilingual inequalities in

schools are often reflected in the linguistic schoolscape, because schools are one of

the key institutions in the reproduction of the symbolic order, but the mobilisation of the

linguistic landscape can also be a pedagogical tool to pursue broader pedagogical goals,
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and the use of critical and participatory linguistic landscapes can be an instrument of

democracy at school.

Promoting minority language use

In the case of Scenario 1, the UN Convention on the Human Rights of Persons with

Disabilities (UN CRPD, 2016) contains provisions requiring the recognition and promotion of

the use of sign languages. DHH-learners’ access to inclusive education on an equal basis

with others means delivering education in the most appropriate languages that maximise

their academic and social development as per CRPD Article 24. Not providing access to

national signed languages constitutes discrimination (International Disability Alliance [IDA],

2020; World Federation of the Deaf [WFD], 2023). Learning and teaching (national) signed

languages, sign language-medium education and promotion of positive deaf identity are

actions that implement the points of the CRPD agreement which states that “Facilitating

the learning of sign language and the promotion of the linguistic identity of the deaf

community” (Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities [CRPD], Article 24, b)

and “Ensuring that the education of persons, and in particular children, who are blind,

deaf or deafblind, is delivered in the most appropriate languages and modes and means

of communication for the individual, and in environments which maximise academic and

social development.” (CRPD, Article 24, 3 c).

Inclusive multilingual education consists of managing learning environments in a way

that supports learners’ language learning and linguistic-cultural identity also in their

minority languages (L1). It can mean, for example, collaborative teaching, peers and adults

using the same minority language, translanguaging, using multilingual media materials,

teaching each other one’s own L1 and linguistically sensitive curriculum planning. More

examples and solutions for teaching are described also in the Chapter on Language

Learning for All.

One important aspect that enables learners to become fully proficient multilinguals is

offering multilingual education based on their L1 (Skutnabb-Kangas et al., 2009). This might

be one of the biggest challenges in inclusive education. However, education in a minority

language (L1) is important for the preservation and protection of the minority group’s

identity since “its capacity to survive as a cultural group is in jeopardy if no instruction is

given in that language” (Capotorti, 1979: 84).

Continuing to learn in the L1 by making constant linguistic comparisons with the L2 does

not slow down the learning of the L2 but facilitates it. In the migrant student scenario, no

one suggested that the student should continue to use his or her L1 for study in parallel

with learning Italian. Either it would have been very easy to find study material in English

or to encourage the use of translators. It would also have been possible to activate the

Albanian-speaking community in the wider society or to look for other Albanian or English-
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speaking students in the school or in similar schools. We therefore argue that teachers

should promote the use of the L1, namely the minority language, for learning.

The model suggested by Cummins (1996) serves as a foundation for considering how

first-language (L1) proficiency might be seen as significantly facilitating the acquisition of a

second language (L2). He claims that a shared underlying skill across languages allows for

positive transfer if a L2 is sufficiently exposed to and motivated to learn it. This suggests

that transfer will only happen if learners are proficient in their L1, if they receive adequate

input in L2, and if they are motivated to acquire that language (Holzinger & Fellinger,

2014; Knoors & Marschark, 2014). Cummins distinguishes between fundamental academic

and interpersonal communication skills and broad cognitive language abilities. Academic

language skills include broad cognitive language skills as well as language-related problem-

solving abilities and literacy abilities. Based on interdependence theory, this fundamental

cognitive and academic competency is universal across languages, allowing for the transfer

of shared higher-level language and literacy-related skills (Holzinger & Fellinger, 2014). This

hypothesis thus suggests that proficiency in a home language will result in a higher level of

conceptual and linguistic proficiency as well as literacy in the second language (L2).

Literature further suggests some strategies and adjustments that teachers can practise

to promote native language use and the attitude of appreciation of all languages through

context. About promoting L1 use, some authors suggest that encouraging Child Language

Brokering (Pugliese, 2016) improves academic results, as well as encouraging students

talking at home about academic topics (Andorno-Sordella, 2021). Other strategies that

are widely used for this purpose are Translanguaging (Cioè-Peña, 2017) and

Intercomprehension (Wei, 2023).

Intercomprehension and translanguaging (see Section 2) are two concepts that deal with

interaction and comprehension between different languages but differ in their approaches

and goals. In contrast to translanguaging, inter-comprehension is a concept that refers to

the ability to understand and communicate in a foreign language using knowledge of one

or more similar or related languages. Individuals using inter-comprehension can recognise

similar words, grammatical structures, and language patterns between languages, enabling

them to understand and communicate effectively even if they are not fluent in the target

language.

Enhancing minority languages beyond the classroom level

As it has been argued in the introduction of this section, when it comes to the enhancement

of minority languages, the everyday reality in the classrooms around the world first and

foremost depends on the language policy (Laakso et al., 2016). Even though, teacher’s

actions and methods, their language-awareness and attitudes towards linguistic diversity

improve learners’ access to their first language and their multilingual development and

contribute to more inclusive school environments, the preconditions for doing so are
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dependent on measures and actions on a higher level. It is public authorities and

educational planners who have a key responsibility in building the foundations that support

linguistic diversity at an administrative level.

To make it more concrete, for instance, in the Scenario of the Autonomous Province of

Bolzano, changes on the macro-level (i.e., the organisation of the school system) might

be necessary. A cross-linguistic “collaboration between policymakers, school authorities,

school heads, and teacher training” (Gross, 2019: 159) and the creation of one single school

system involving personnel from all three language groups could sustain the preparation for

a multilingual society (Baur, 2000; Baur & Videsott, 2012). Another important step could be

the adaption of the Ladin school model, the parity model, in which all official languages –

minority and majority languages – do have their place and equal value. Further, teachers in

these school’s act as role models since children encounter the teacher as a trilingual person

able to switch from and to each of the three languages since all teachers at Ladin schools

have to document their knowledge in all three languages (Risse & Franceschini, 2016).

Another concrete example for possibilities of action on a higher level applies to Scenario

1, the case of Jenna. Around the world and in Europe interpreter services for sign languages

vary even though interpreting services are crucial for accessibility as it enables the learner

to know what is discussed in the classroom and what the teacher is teaching in the

spoken language. Providing interpreting in the educational setting, thus, promotes linguistic

accessibility in the learning environment. The World Federation of the Deaf has estimated

that 90% of deaf children do not have access to education (Haualand & Allen, 2009). Out of

those 10% who have access to education, only a small minority, receives bilingual education

where a signed language is used. Communities using signed languages, called as deaf

communities, embody a rich Deaf culture with different events, traditions, customs and

values. These communities also provide spaces to learn a (national) signed language and

build a Deaf identity. Thus, Deaf and sign language communities have valuable knowledge,

Deaf-centred ontologies and views of social inclusion (Snoddon, 2020) to share with

community members and others. Collaborating with the wider community would therefore

be one possibility of action going beyond the classroom level. Teachers and schools

can work with local language communities to create spaces where people from minority

languages and cultures can meet and teach each other.

Finally, the enhancement of minority languages in educational contexts might be reached

also through a higher degree of diversity within the teaching staff. It would be important

that linguistic minorities are represented also among the teaching staff, not only among

the students. Empirical data of the European Commission (European Commission/EACEA/

Eurydice, 2023) show that diversity in the teacher population is still quite uncommon in

most European countries. Only few European countries do have policies and measures for

increasing diversity in the teacher population and these are mostly restricted to the facets

of disability and migrant backgrounds (for example, through specific quotas reserved for

people with disabilities in the public sector). So, on the one hand we have an increasingly

ENHANCING MINORITY LANGUAGES FOR INCLUSION | 1049



diverse student population and on the other hand a still quite homogeneous teacher

population (Bellacicco & Demo, 2022; Bellacicco et al., 2022), even though research was

able to show the positive effects of a diverse teacher workforce, for example role model

effects (Goldhaber et al., 2019). Furthermore, dating back to 1994, international agendas

asked for a diversification of the teacher population as being a right of students with special

educational needs (UN CRPD, 2016; UNESCO, 1994). But why would it be important to have

teachers who are minority language speakers in the schools? This possibility for action

can be applied to all four scenarios. Jenna, for instance, would encounter a teacher who

is deaf or fluent in a national sign language and knows about specific didactical strategies

making education accessible to her, acts as a role model, (i.e. self-empowerment, self-

advocacy, autobiography), deals openly with the disability and the fact of being a member

of a minority language group, who understands Jenna emotionally (Bellacicco et al., 2022).

This would not only have a positive impact on Jenna but for all children in the classroom.

Very similar positive outcomes can be expected for Enson and Elina if in their classroom

there would be a teacher of their same linguistic community. For Giulio’s case, options of

action might be slightly different since the presence of the minority language teachers in

the school has already been established but is apparently not sufficient to make the context

inclusive. Instead, a closer collaboration between the Italian speaking subject teachers

and the L2-German teacher would be necessary to reach a further level of inclusion (for

example, co-teaching and bilingual lessons; content integrated language learning [CLIL]

where teachers of both or all three languages are involved).

Closing remarks

Human communication varies widely, showing up in the many linguistic families, the wide

range of dialects and registers within each community but also in the diverse

communication practices among different actors, contexts, and time points (Blommaert,

2010). Therefore, it seems clear that “diversity is an inherent feature of the phenomenon

of language” whereby the latter can play a powerful role in creating and reinforcing social

inequalities (de Korne, 2021), such as when children and adolescents who are minority

language users are disadvantaged in educational contexts (Heller & Martin-Jones, 2001).

Due to restricted time and resources very often, it is decided to only give space to specific

languages without considering what would be an effective contribution to the learners’

well-being and social equality (de Korne, 2021). For decades, there have been criticisms

that education systems have failed to support minority language learners. As teachers, we

must be particularly careful to ensure that the use and development of all languages is

actually supported, since these issues are linked to democracy, linguistic and minority, but

more generally, to human rights and sustainable development. Even though language is

mostly absent and invisible in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Fettes, 2023),

according to Tonkin (2023), it is a key issue and affects human rights and (e)quality of
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education. Therefore, “if we wish to unite humanity around a common goal, we must first

address the need for effective and inclusive communication: talking is of no avail if it is

not accompanied by understanding – and understanding will not lead to action if it is

unaccompanied by persuasion. Persuasion implies listening, because our common future

requires consensus” (Tonkin, 2023: 3).

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=436#h5p-8

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

1. Investigate and describe a scenario in your community/country that may be similar or

vastly different from those depicted in this chapter.

2. Describe the policies/laws that underpin your scenario.

3. What works well in your scenario and what does not?

4. What possible strategies do you suggest to enhance the learning environment for the

learner(s) in your scenario?
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UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR LEARNING
Margaret Flood; Anna Frizzarin; and María Pilar Gray Carlos

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=144#oembed-1

Example Case

This practical example provides a possible template that teachers can follow to plan their

learning and teaching. Column 1 represents a learning activity designed for a Science class

adopting a rather traditional approach. Column 2 describes the same activity but planned

according to Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles and guidelines. Column 3

specifies which aspects of the UDL-framework are tackled by the changes made in the UDL-

plan.

UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR LEARNING | 1063



Non-UDL UDL Actions

Objective(s)

The students will write
the

name and the correct
functions of each cell

part.

The students will be able to correctly
identify

each cell part and describe its functions.

The goal is written
as to

provide flexibility so
that

students will have
choices for

how the goal is to
be

achieved.

Learning Activity

The teacher introduces
the

information about the
cell

parts and functions
using a

PowerPoint with text
(frontal

lecture).Afterwards
students are asked

to create cell models
with

cookies and
decorations.*Materials

available: cookies,
icing,

decorations.*Physical
space: students sit in
their assigned seats.

The teacher introduces the information
about the cell parts and functions using a
PowerPoint with text, pictures, video clips

(frontal lecture). After that, students
examine and discuss in pairs 3D cell

models.The teacher then asks the
students to name

cell parts and describe their functions. To
carry out the activity, students can

choose to
work individually, with a partner, or in a

small group. Moreover, they can choose
among what “product” to create: a cookie

model, a poster, 3D models, a song, a
video,

an interactive web-based program on
cells,

other (get teacher approval).*Materials
available: cookies, icing,

decorations, poster boards, writing
utensils,

computers, and iPads with needed
software/apps.*Physical space: tables,

desks, computer
stations, open spaces.

Provide options for
perception.

Foster collaboration
and

community.Foster
collaboration and

community.
Optimise individual

choice
and autonomy.

Use multiple media
for

communication.Use
multiple tools for
construction and

composition.

Evaluation

Given a worksheet,
students

will fill in the blanks by
writing

names of cell parts and
their

functions.

Students will have the following options:

• Write cell part names and descriptions
of functions on a blank diagram.

• Point to and verbally name each cell
part and describe its function (on the 3D
cell model).

• Other options if approved by the
teacher.

Optimise individual
choice

and autonomy.
Use multiple media

for
communication.
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Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What is UDL’s framework?

2. What is variability and neurodiversity?

3. How does UDL support my Planning, Teaching and Learning, Feedback and

Assessment?

Introduction to Topic

What is UDL?

This introduction to Universal Design for learning (UDL) describes the concept of UDL and

its three principles of Engagement, Representation, and Action and Expression. It talks

about variability, a key concept underpinning UDL, and how neurodiversity is defined within

the context of UDL.

The UDL Guidelines were first introduced by CAST in 2008 as a framework to improve and

optimise teaching and learning for all people based on scientific insights into how humans

learn. The guidelines have evolved through several iterations, with the latest being UDL

Guidelines 3.0, released in July 202412. UDL Guidelines 3.0 emphasises creating inclusive

and flexible learning environments by addressing barriers rooted in biases and systems

of exclusion. It integrates asset-based approaches and theoretical frameworks, focusing

on learners’ multiple and intersecting identities. This version shifts from educator-centred

to learner-centred language, promoting interdependence and collective learning. Since its

inception, the UDL framework has been dynamic, continuously developed based on new

research and feedback from practitioners. Each update has aimed to better honour and

value every learner, ensuring that all can access and participate in meaningful, challenging

learning opportunities. Universal Design for Learning is a change in mindset and a

framework for inclusion. UDL is a proactive approach to learning, teaching, and assessment

design that supports the varied identities, competencies, learning strengths, and needs of

every learner in our classroom and school community. The UDL Guidelines are the tool

to support inclusive practices in our learning environments. They do this by providing

opportunities to offer a variety of pathways (choice and flexibility) to learners to ensure that:
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• Learners understand the lesson content

• Goals are clear and specific to the expected outcome

• Assessment is flexibly designed to facilitate every learner to communicate and

demonstrate their learning, knowledge, values, and skills through a variety of formats

(Meyer et al., 2014).

UDL highlights three design principles that provide a map for teachers: Engagement,

Representation, and Action and Expression. The UDL Guidelines offer recommendations, or

checkpoints, for enacting each UDL principle (see Fig. 2).
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CAST (2024) Universal Design for Learning Guidelines version 3.0 [graphic organizer], Lynnfield, MA.
redesigned due to accessibility udlguidelines.cast.org

Fig. 2. UDL Guidelines by CAST.

Multiple means of engagement

Learners differ greatly in the ways they can be engaged or motivated, and that external

factors can impact on this. Thus, teachers need to ask: How can, and will, our learners

engage? In order to facilitate learner engagement, variability needs to be considered. A

variety of elements can influence how learners engage, including neurology, culture,

personal relevance, subjectivity, and background knowledge. The diverse needs of learners

requires that numerous engagement strategies are employed to support every learner in

every context. For example, some students may not be interested or ready to participate

straight away. Some will tire easily because of the physical or cognitive effort involved in

achieving the learning goal whereas others will look forward to the practical elements. If

teachers provide multiple, intentionally designed options for engagement, then each learner

is offered a way into their learning (CAST, 2024).

Multiple means of representation

Learners perceive and comprehend information presented to them differently. Thus,

teachers need to ask; how will learners perceive the content presented to them and how can

the content be best presented in a way that provides access for each learner to engage with

learning? Like engagement, there is not a one-size-fits-all means of representation. Some

will not have sufficient access through text and will process information better through

visual or auditory means. Others will enjoy independently exploring the content. Some will

work better if they can access instructions in stages as they work through the content or

task (CAST, 2024, Flood & Banks 2021)(reference(s) for this part).

Multiple means of action and expression

Every learner navigates their learning environment and expresses what they know

differently. Thus, teachers need to ask; how can learners best act on their learning and

demonstrate their knowledge, learning, values, and skills? Are learners given the opportunity

to show their best selves? There is no one means of action and expression. Rather, it is

about being clear on the goal of the task and providing those intentional options to learners

that enable them to achieve. Some will not know how to start a task or how to express

themselves clearly, or they may be unable to plan their actions. Others will have a system

for planning their actions and will easily craft an essay, project, or presentation to display

1068 | UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR LEARNING



their knowledge. Some may be able to express themselves well in writing but not speech,

and vice versa. Thus, if only one act of expression is offered to learners, they may feel they

will not accomplish the task well. (Cast, 2024; Flood & Banks 2021) (reference(s) for this

part).

Designing for Variability

For teachers, there may be a fear around inclusive practices and how to design for the

inclusion of every learner in class sizes of up to 30 learners. UDL encourages moving

away from a learning approach which focuses on? lesson design, in terms of ability and

disability, to one which promotes? variability. Through this UDL mindset, learners are not

labelled by their disability, social background, gender, race, and so on, instead the approach

involves all learners? Variability recognises not only the diversity in a group of learners but

also the variability within each learner. It considers the ‘jagged profile’ (Rose, 2016) as a

more comprehensive way of identifying a holistic view of our learners’ strengths and areas

for support. This jagged-profile approach to variability pays attention to context and the

environment that facilitates intentional design to remove barriers to learning.

Neurodiversity

Variability is a dominant feature of UDL because it is the dominant feature of the nervous

system (Meyer, Rose & Gordon, 2014). Neurodiversity in UDL recognises that there is no

single way that a brain will respond to the learning environment. Because there is no

‘average’ brain and therefore no ‘average’ learner, teachers need to stop planning, teaching,

and assessing based on that idea. UDL recognises that there are goals which drive the

nervous system. Thus, the brain is divided into three strategic networks (see Fig. 3) that the

UDL principles were designed around:

• The Affective Networks (Engagement), which is the how of learning

• The Recognition Networks (Representation), which is the what of learning

• The Strategic Networks (Action and Expression), which is the why of learning.

Fig. 3. The three UDL strategic networks by CAST.
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based on CAST

The UDL Guidelines, and associated checkpoints, correspond to the nervous system and

brain structure in order to help teachers address the predictable variability in learning that

will be present in any environment (CAST, 2018; Meyer et al., 2014).

Key aspects

The following three main sections – Planning, Teaching and Learning, and Assessment and

Feedback – provide a general overview of how UDL supports inclusive teacher practices.

Each section follows the same structure. Initially, we briefly outline how these key aspects

are conceptualised within the UDL-framework. Options are then considered in order to

deepen understanding of each topic with relevant examples on how to enact the three

UDL principles for both in-person and digital learning environments. For modelling UDL-

principles, two alternative tables (A and B) will be provided for the two settings (in presence

and online/hybrid) respectively, from which the readers can choose according to their own

needs and/or interests.

Planning

A key priority is to understand that UDL is goal driven. Teachers need to focus on the

learning outcome of a particular lesson or indeed a unit of lessons. Only once the goal
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is clear and specific to the learning outcome, can the teacher identify barriers to learners

achieving this outcome. In other words? once these barriers are identified, teachers can

then design their lessons to remove them. This may appear as an onerous task involving

planning for each individual learner separately, however, this is not the case. As UDL is

designed around the connection between the three learning networks of the brain, variability

can be predicted, hence learning can be intentionally designed for (Myer et al, 2014). A

practical example of this is planning a lesson to debate the pros and cons of the plastic

bottle. The teacher knows the goal is to debate/form an argument. However, writing a

paragraph on the topic is the required goal. Consequently, students now face a barrier as the

lesson plan has not considered the variability of the learners. There are barriers for students

who may find writing a challenge, might have dyslexia, may be slow writers, or for whom

English is not their first language. In this case, the teacher can create specific choices or

pathways for students (e.g., an oral or poster presentation or a written presentation) which

is designed to offer them a variety of means to meet the goal of debating.

It is also important to note that to support variability in learners’ options for Engagement,

Representation, and Action and Expression must be integrated at the planning stage so that

they can be put into practice at the later stages.

Tab. 1a. UDL-Planning for in-person learning contexts.
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UDL-Planning for in-person learning contexts

UDL planning is goal-driven. That is, once the intended learning outcome for a unit of lessons is
defined, teachers will then need to consider how to address their learners’ variability to remove

eventual barriers to its achieving (Meyer et al., 2014). To do that, teachers must guarantee
accessibility of teaching and learning and design different options for their learners to choose from.
This includes methods, materials and assessments used to teach the lesson. In-person situations
allow for a variety of solutions, given that learners can interact both with their classmates and with
the physical environment surrounding them. In the following, we will see how teachers can apply

UDL to their planning for in-person learning contexts in relation to its three underpinning principles.

Remember that planning is about anticipating variability and removing barriers. It is about naming
and sourcing the strategies and choices for the lesson to be prepared and applying them to teaching,
learning, assessment and feedback. A helpful resource for planning with UDL in mind is this step-by-
step lesson planner (Posey, no date).

Engagement

Practical approaches to engagement in lesson design include:

• Making sure that the goal, and tasks specific to it, are clear
• Making sure the strategies and choices planned for support the learning goal

• Using/understanding learners’ prior knowledge of the lesson. Plan time to facilitate this. Use
connecting sentences such as

• ‘Remember in our lesson on X we learned Y. What do you remember? How can we use the
learning here/ We are going to use that learning now to x’

• ‘Today we’re starting a new topic. Has anyone heard of/seen X?’

• Check your lesson plan for any barriers to learners achieving the goal
• Include one or two strategies that will increase engagement in the lesson. Examples include:

• Choice boards to get students’ interest
• Options for collaboration to sustain effort

• Options for self or group reflection for self-regulation.
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Representation

Practical examples for Representation include:

• Prepare visual, auditory, and written options for perception

• Captions

• A sign, symbol, or image that represents the topic, a word, or concept. Images might be a
representative image or can be something more concrete. For example, when talking about the

Renaissance in History paintings from artists of the time might be on the wall for discussion
• A voice recording or short video describing the topic, word, or concept

• A readily available resource appropriate to the topic, word, or concept. This might be a Powtoon,
an analogy, an appropriate expert/role model talking on the subject, or a virtual tour of an

environment

• Prepare different ways learners can access instructions

• Instructions are clearly laid out in steps with visuals where possible
• Screencast offers students the opportunity to watch and listen to instructions with a

demonstration
• Short video recording

• Online version of written instruction to support learner who use Text-to-Speech
• Plan in time for learners to process the instructions using the option that works best for them

• Identify language that may require clarification and build strategies into plan

• Glossary of terms (text, auditory, visual)
• Peer-to-peer support

• Contextualising language

• Providing graphic organisers as an alternative to writing for comprehension. Some useful tips on
Graphic organisers are available here.
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Action and Expression

Practical examples for Action and Expression include:

• Have clear goal orientated plan to support students’ executive functioning

• Checklists to provide structure direction
• Rubrics to provide information on expectations clearly related to the goal

• Clear deliverables

• Flexible ways to communicate and demonstrate learning specific to the learning goal

• Write
• Record
• Draw
• Build

• Identify and provide the tools for physical action

• Technology
• Relevant materials based on communication methods offered

• Physical space.

Tab. 1b. UDL-Planning for digital learning environments.
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UDL-Planning for digital environments

To properly implement UDL, teachers must guarantee accessibility of teaching and learning and
design different options for their learners to choose from. This includes the methods, assessments
and materials used to teach the lesson. Technology provides wide support for teaching and learning

situations that can take place both in hybrid or blended contexts (in-person and online) and in
asynchronous and synchronous contexts.

Digital technologies can support, enhance, and facilitate in each stage of the three UDL principles.
UDL provides a frame of work to help teachers in their planning, enabling them to include digital

resources to support students in achieving the intended learning goals. It is important to note that
the application and use of UDL principles do not require a mastery of all technologies and digital
resources available in the market. Purposeful, user-friendly digital tools are widely available. The aim
is to choose one at a time, and work with essential tools that best support the access to the content,
the delivery method, appropriate and timely feedback, and student engagement as well as the
opportunity for students to show what they have learnt through mediums that best support their
expression.

Planning is about anticipating variability and removing barriers. It is about naming and sourcing
the strategies and choices for the lesson to be prepared and applying them to teaching, learning,
assessment and feedback. A helpful resource for planning with UDL in mind is this step-by-step
lesson planner (Posey, no date).
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Engagement

Practical approaches to engagement in lesson design includes:

• Careful choice of the tool(s) that is going to be used and for what activity it may be useful
• Build in time to show students how to use the tool(s) and explain what it is intended for and how

they will be interacting with it
• Avoid choosing tools that can overlap specific purposes. For example, using two different apps

for collaborative learning when they essentially address the same type of activity
• Set clear expectations for what, why and how the digital tools and environments are used. This

addresses boundaries for communication and supports possible issues of online security
• In the online environment it is possible to break down objectives into self-contained areas to
guide students to achieve the objectives. This “chunking” will not necessarily take the same time

online as it would in-person. Students can access resources in and at their own time
• When preparing for online or hybrid teaching, it is convenient to consider students’ learning

experiences:

• Signpost and plan the different activities (provide checks in?, checklists, negotiate deadlines for
draft work). This will also help students to learn how to self-regulate their learning

• Consider timing? In that some units can be covered over short periods, while others may require
a slow build up over a longer period with some in-person guidance, peer work and support

• These learning experiences can include activities/assignments that provide:

• Teachers’ input (actual teaching)
• Activities that students do independently

• Activities that provide opportunities for collaboration

• Make the activities goal-relevant and use digital spaces and tools to:

• Include opportunities to find information online that relates to their studies, e.g., real life
connections, pictures, videos, stories

• Connect to aspects of personal relevance for students such as home, culture, and community
• Create a space where students can communicate their own views and opinions, always

respecting those who may not feel confident or comfortable in open bigger forums
• Allow students to share own interests, when relevant and appropriate, so they feel confident

communicating about things they care about
• Provide opportunities for students to collaborate and teach each other concepts or topics. This

can be done in small groups, and then shared more widely. Always keep in mind the means of
representation, and students’ level of comfort in bigger groups intervention

• Always try to identify any possible barriers for student engagement: equipment, keyboards,
connectivity, etc.
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Representation

It is important to make content-related input comprehensible.

• Content-related text materials and resources are websites, digital texts such as word
documents, presentation slides, webpages, online reading materials and worksheets, audio and

video content. Two examples of what they can provide include:

• Digital texts which provide features that enable students to look up vocabulary, highlight key
concepts, consult hyperlinks that make available more information

• Digital graphic organisers offer support in organising and executive skills by providing tools for
students to think, gather and organise information using multimodal elements (such as graphics

and audio) to amplify the information

• When using audio and video it is important to make sure that they do not contain extraneous
information:

• Make sure that the speech is clear and that the pacing of the audio or video is appropriate
• Provide the appropriate amount of information. For example: focus on relevant aspects, trim

videos if needed or create banks of websites you have assessed first (a resource bank)

• Content-related information is the information provided by the teachers when presenting and
discussing content online. Important points to consider are to:

• Provide step-by-step instructions on what is expected
• Minimise superfluous information

• Avoid the use of slang, idioms, irony or sarcasm, as there may be students who struggle with
meaning and nuance

• Be clear and consistent in and with the medium through which you provide instructions and
related information, such as, setting expectations, describing assignments, providing criteria for

grading
• Maintain clear and consistent feedback and responses to student questions

• Through the various means of representation, always bear in mind the cognitive load. It is
preferable to plan for less than more. It is also important to advance one little step at a time.

Action and Expression

Digital tools are the perfect medium to give students varied ways to express what they have learnt.

• Incorporate multimodal forms of expression. Allow students to develop their expressive skills
and demonstrate what they know using text, photos, graphics, audio, and video

• Address student anxiety and stress. Digital tools allow students to scaffold their work, by
working independently or by sharing and supporting each other in pairs or small groups

• Provide timely feedback. For students with disabilities, language learners or different cultural
approaches, providing ongoing support and feedback enables them to develop their

understanding and ultimately reach their learning goals
• Provide alternative ways to demonstrate what they have learnt. There are digital tools that

support oral and visual production, and students can scaffold their work to feel how they
progress

• Provide clear rubrics that can be applied across multimodal production of work
• Scaffold assessment according to rubrics.
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Teaching and Learning

Firstly, teaching and learning must take into consideration the student, environment,

curriculum, context, cognition and emotions. When planning for choice and flexibility,

teachers need to ensure that the options planned will work in practice. Thus, teaching and

learning follows on from intentional planning with the intentionality continuing into practice.

Teachers will have a range of choices they can include in their lesson. Nevertheless, the

teacher must clarify the goal and then intentionally choose the options that will work best

in a specific lesson and context.

Think about this in terms of a GPS on phones. When we enter the destination, GPS

provides an option that allows flexible routes to reach the destination. Firstly, it offers

modes of transport. Then, it offers a variety of route options and highlights barriers or

challenges – such as delays along the route. Once the preferred route is chosen there are

options to preview the route in advance, use the written steps, visual map, audio directions,

or a combination of options. Once enroute, GPS will adapt the journey. For example, if there

is an unforeseen barrier e.g., a traffic jam, GPS will offer the choice of staying on the planned

route or taking an alternative one. Regardless of the means, routes, and detours taken you

still arrive at your destination. This method can be similarly applied to UDL in terms of

teaching and learning. Furthermore, remember that the ‘current location’ or ‘starting point’

will be different for every traveller, as are the travel choices made. However, the destination

goal remains the same, reinforcing the intentionality of choice?

Tab. 2a. UDL-Teaching and learning in in-person learning contexts.
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UDL-Teaching and learning in in-person learning contexts

UDL teaching and learning reflects, and puts into practice, the intentionality of planning envisioned in
the framework to address learners’ variability and create barrier-free learning environments. As

shown in the previous section, this intentionality translates into the design of multiple options for
Engagement, Representation, and Action and Expression. Teaching and learning is about

implementing these options in class and making sure they actually work. This involves facilitating
the lesson, monitoring, and feedback on learners’ progress (Posey, no date).

Engagement

Practical approaches to support learners’ interest, effort, and self-regulation are:

• When dealing with an argument, provide choices between different sub-topics; for example,
discussing a specific region/country in Geography, different workstations (one per subtopic) can
be organised in the classroom to explore different aspects: e.g., landscape, history of the region,

tourism offer, gastronomy, etc.
• Provide varied materials – i.e., with different degrees of difficulties – to offer choice to learners

in the perceived challenge
• Use collaborative work to engage learners in the learning process (and choices may be offered

in this case, e.g., allow learners decide the roles they will take within small groups, define their
own norms of collaboration, etc.)

• Allow learners to move around the classroom during learning and make sure they have free and
easy access to the materials and resources they need. For example, let them decide where to

sit, or stand, in the classroom while working on their assignments (e.g., sitting at the desk, on a
carpet, on a cushion, standing, etc.)

• To emphasise the importance of the goals and objectives, plan a time at the beginning of the
lesson to discuss them with learners

• Make sure learning outcomes are clear and always available to learners. They may be displayed
in a variety of ways in the classroom (on a poster on the classroom walls, written on the

blackboard, posted on a shared platform, etc.)
• Role-play activities (letting learners choose their role) and/or problem-solving tasks (letting

learners choose how to approach them) can be organised to simulate real-life situations and
support learners’ engagement.
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Representation

Teachers should present the information in varied formats (e.g., when introducing a new concept,
unit, etc.) which resonate with learners’ different strengths and preferences for processing
information – such as a lecture, activity-based exploration, or demonstration (Jackson & Harper,
2006).

Practical examples for presenting lesson content in class include:

• Using the textbook/other written materials (be aware that digital materials/texts allow for more
flexibility than printed ones, as they provide many opportunities to customise how the

information is displayed – e.g., in terms of colours/contrast, font style, character dimension,
etc.)

• Listening a podcast or an audio file (also from learners’ own mobile phones)
• Showing a video

• Manipulating concrete/physical objects

• Using posters or digital presentations (PowerPoint, Canva) also including visual/graphical
elements (e.g., images, symbols, etc.) to support verbal instruction.

Additionally, teachers should always ensure to provide alternatives for perception (visual, auditory,
and written) and to support students’ understanding and decoding of language, symbols, etc.

• Auditory alternatives to visual information include:

• Podcasts
• Audio registrations

• Text-to-speech

• Tactile alternatives to visual/auditory information include:

• Texts in Braille
• Concrete/manipulable objects

• Videos should have captions and/or written transcripts of their content

• Verbal instruction (or in general auditory information) should be accompanied by written and/or
other visual/graphical support (e.g., images, symbols, etc.)

• Practical strategies to provide support for all learners’ comprehension and understanding are:

• Taking time for highlighting the most important features/aspects – e.g., writing keywords or
developing a mind map on the blackboard (both analogically and digitally)

• Offering glossaries with difficult and/or important words (also with their translations in learners’
first languages if necessary)

• Providing visual/non-linguistic support for vocabulary clarification (e.g., pictures, videos,
symbols, etc.).
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Action and Expression

Teachers need to provide their learners with a range of different assignments/tasks and tools to
ensure flexibility in the ways in which they can demonstrate their skills, understanding and
knowledge.

Practical examples for this include:

• Assigning tasks that can be done/completed in different formats

• by writing (essay, poem, article for a newspaper, drama-script, blog, etc.)
• through oral presentations (e.g., in person, through audio or video recording)

• creative assignments (e.g., creating videos, posters, comics, recording podcasts, etc.)
• projects that involve physically constructing something

• creating a mind-map and verbally presenting it.

• The list of available options may be displayed in different ways in class (e.g., on the white/
blackboard, on a handout with a rubric specifying task objectives and expected outcomes,

posted in a shared platform, etc.).

• Creating tasks that allow for different paces and with different degrees of difficulty (e.g.,
offering multiple texts with a range of difficulty levels). This also includes providing different

scaffolding options such as:

o individual charts to follow the activity flow
o guide sheets explaining procedures
o subdividing the topic area into subtopics
o access to a peer expert

• Making sure that technologies (general/assistive) are available and that learners have
alternatives to physically interact with materials and resources (e.g., by hand, voice, single

switch, joystick, keyboard, or adapted keyboard)
• Providing a range of support tools. Digital tools provide flexible and accessible instruments that

enhance learners’ performance and participation. Some examples of this are:

o spell and/or grammar checkers
o word prediction software
o text-to-speech
o speech-to-text software and apps (e.g., Voice Note)
o note-taking apps (e.g., SoundNote, Notability)
o concept mapping tools (e.g., Popplet).

Tab. 2b. UDL-Teaching and Learning in digital learning environments.
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UDL-Teaching and learning in digital environments

UDL teaching and learning puts into practice the intentionality of planning envisioned in the
framework to address learners’ variability and create barrier-free learning environments. As shown in

the previous section, this intentionality results in the design of multiple options for Engagement,
Representation, and Action and Expression. Teaching and learning is about implementing these
options and making sure they actually work. Technology enables people to meet and connect

together synchronously (Zoom, Google Hangouts, Skype, Google Docs) and also allows students to
work in their own time and place independently with asynchronous tools (Google Classroom,

Seesaw, Edmodo, Canvas) and support hybrid and blended situations as well.

Engagement

Practical approaches to support learners’ interest, effort, and self-regulation include:

• Ensuring learning outcomes are clear and always available to learners. Make them accessible
and prominent in the learning platform you work with (Moodle, Blackboard, Edugo)

• Providing online bulletin boards such as Miro or Padlet which can illustrate information in a
visual, written and collaborative way that enables students to choose between different

sub-topics within a main topic. These boards can be used synchronously and asynchronously
for teachers to provide banks of resources; students to engage in brainstorming, and sharing in

a visual, written and audio form
• Providing varied materials – i.e., with different degrees of difficulties – not just in content but in

format, scaffolding information to offer choice to learners while addressing the challenge. This
can be done in written, but also through audio or visual formats (Screencast-O-Matic,

Screencastify)
• Enabling learners to decide when and how they will be engaging with materials and completing

tasks. Use asynchronous tools that will facilitate working independently and enable a check
point with peers and with tutors. Tools for teleconferencing (Zoom) or student interaction

(Google Hangouts) will facilitate both independence but with a link to collaboration with peers
and access to the teacher

• Stressing the salience of goals and objectives, as well as planning (and recording) an
introduction at the beginning of the course and in every lesson. Providing captions and

transcripts (Screencast-o-matic.com, Zoom)
• Implementing role-play activities and/or problem-solving tasks to simulate real-life situations

and support learners’ engagement. Students can practise online and then record themselves or
record and picture from around them and post them (Padlet, Miro).

Representation

Teachers should present the information in varied formats (e.g., when introducing a new concept,
unit, etc.) which resonate with learners’ different strengths and preferences for processing
information – such as in the case of a lecture, activity-based exploration, or demonstration (Jackson
& Harper, 2006).

Practical examples for presenting lesson content in class include:

• Using the textbook/other written materials with hyperlinks, vocabulary support, in audio and
written form, using touch screens that allow to increase and change font size and font and

background colour (Genial.ly)
• Listening a podcast or an audio file

• Showing a video

• Using narrated digital presentations (PowerPoint, Canva) including visual/graphical elements
(images, symbols, etc.) to support.
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Action and Expression

To ensure flexibility in the ways in which learners can demonstrate skills, understanding and
knowledge, teachers need to provide them with a range of different assignments/tasks and tools
they can choose from.

Practical examples for this include:

• Assigning tasks that can be completed in different formats. Students can create their own
stories in written format with built in text-to-speech support, image options and graphics (Book

Creator), and other tools that can be used to produce final work or for scaffolding writing
towards producing longer texts

• Provide a choice of tools that enable students to produce oral texts with visual aids for activities
such demonstrating concepts, producing a professional looking product, interviewing peers, etc.

(Voicethread, Explain Everything, Adobe Spark, Easel.ly)
• Provide help for students to organise their ideas and information for stories, writing

assignments, and science lab reports prior to writing (MyStudyBar, Readwritethink Storymap)
• Plan carefully how to share the rubrics so students are tested and feedback on their progress to

achieve the intended learning goals.

Assessment and Feedback

When the teacher is clear about the lesson? goal, and has facilitated flexibility and choice of

how to learn, providing choice and flexibility in how to communicate this learning is a natural

step. Assessment from a UDL lens means that teachers need to think about assessment

and feedback from the students’ perspective. They need to ask how learners can best

communicate through language or actions, and facilitate their understanding, knowledge,

skills, and values around the learning experience. The objective of an assessment is often

a written exam. However, if the goal is not necessarily written?, then a written exam

can be a barrier for many learners, with the result that teachers do not fully capture the

learners’ capability. By offering learners more choice such as writing or presenting an oral

presentation, creating a movie or podcast, role play, learners can present their work in

a way that best suits their needs and ability. An example of this is assessing a lesson

on character development. The default mode of assessment would be to ask learners to

write a paragraph or essay outlining how the character has developed throughout the play.

However, if the teacher is clear about the learning outcome – understanding character

development – then it becomes clear that just writing alone can be a barrier. Thus, the

teacher intentionally offers other assessment choices; the learner can choose to write, role

play, or create a poster. What if a learner approaches and asks for a fourth option, to do a

comic strip. While it wasn’t an intended choice it supports achieving the specific learning

objectives. The outcome is that the learner can express their knowledge and learning

according to what suits them. The teacher then learns the competency level of the learner

and can readjust expectations or offer support based on this new understanding, rather
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than what they previously demonstrated/attempted?. Additionally, the teacher may learn

of a talent or interest of the learner that can be used to engage them in further learning

experiences.

This example also highlights the value of feedback, particularly from students / and the

importance of student input? When students feedback to teachers and the teacher acts on

this feedback, it communicates to the learners that they have a voice in and responsibility

for their own learning. It is important that feedback, like assessment, is formative which can

be teacher or student led. Finally, it is important that feedback is constructed to support and

challenge learners in a learning process, and not label their general learning competency

based on a specific moment in time.

Tab. 3a. UDL-Assessment and Feedback in in-person learning contexts.
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UDL-Assessment and feedback in in-person learning contexts

CAST (ref) highlights that methods and materials used in assessments often require skills and
understanding that are not relevant to measure learners’ knowledge, skills, and abilities, but which

may also pose barriers. As such, they should be minimised by providing learners different supports
and options on how to demonstrate what they have learned. Once the learning objectives – and thus

the focus/construct for the assessment – are clear, then there can be flexibility in the assessment
options insofar as they align to and measure the intended goals/constructs.

Thus, applying the three UDL principles to assessment means offering flexible options in how the
assessment is represented, how learners can show what they know, and how they engage in the
assessment process (CAST, 2015). This applies both to formative and summative assessments.
However, UDL puts particular emphasis on the importance of formative assessment as an essential
part of the learning process, insofar as it is intended to monitor learners’ progress and to inform and
adjust instruction during its course (Meyer et al., 2014). This kind of assessment is not only is useful
for teachers to collect evidence about their students’ progress, but importantly, allows students
themselves to learn about their own performance and that of their peers. In this way, they become a
proactive part in monitoring their progress and are encouraged to take responsibility for their own
learning.

Feedback plays a crucial role in this respect and constitutes a key feature of UDL for addressing
learners’ variability. By being goal-oriented, relevant, timely and specific it is indeed meant both to
guide each learner towards mastery and to inform teachers’ instructional practice.
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Engagement

Increasing learners’ engagement in assessment can enhance their performance. Practical strategies
to do this include:

• Involving learners in the choice of the ways they are going to be evaluated (e.g., allowing them to
come up with new ideas/suggestions). For example, provide them a list of options and the last
point should include this question: ‘Do you think you would best complete the task in a different

way? If so, discuss your idea with the teacher’
• Taking time to discuss with them the importance and the value of the evaluation (linking

learning goals and objectives and assessment)
• Creating authentic/relevant/problem-solving tasks for assessment

• Explicitly expressing confidence that learners can meet high expectations
• Providing different degrees of (perceived) challenge in assessment tasks (e.g., providing
different questions/topics so that students can choose the one they feel most prepared on;

providing different response formats, etc.).

To engage learners in the learning process, ongoing, relevant and mastery-oriented feedback is also
essential. Opportunities for feedback are:

• Teacher-to-student. Plenty of opportunities exist in class for teachers to provide feedback to
their students during and after learning activities. Practical examples for this are:

• Orally during/after an activity/assessment
• Written after an activity/assessment (planning a time to discuss it together in person/in class)

• Through informal check-ins
• Student-to-student. Use the peer group as a source of feedback; for example, this can be done

at the end of an oral presentation asking the class to provide feedback on the performance, or in
a shared platform online where the students post their ongoing works/projects and give and

receive feedback from the others

• Student-to-teacher. Receiving feedback from the students allows teachers to reflect on what
was done and eventually rethink and redesign strategies and activities. For example, at the end
of each lesson, teachers can ask learners to give feedback on their progress (in whatever form
they feel more comfortable with – orally, written, noted on a self-assessment journal, via mail/

message, etc.).
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Representation

Applying the principle of Representation to assessment means considering how the information and
content of the assessment task are presented.

Options for presenting assessment items and instructions include:

• written (printed and/or digital)
• audio
• video

• mind map.

Alternatives for perception (visual, auditory, and written) and support for understanding and
decoding of language, symbols, etc. should be offered in assessment too. Strategies for this include:

• Record and post the description of the given tasks/assignment to allow learners to listen to it
again

• Providing graphical/visual support to written instructions
• Offering glossaries explaining keywords.

Action and Expression

To get accurate data regarding students’ knowledge and capability, teachers should provide multiple
means of response and multiple opportunities in varied media for them to demonstrate their skills,
understanding and knowledge.

For example, written assessments may allow different question/answer formats, such as:

• Multiple choice
• Fill-in-the-blanks

• Short answer
• Analysis questions
• Essay questions.

However, if written production is not the measured construct, then alternatives should be offered to
complete the assignment. These may include:

• writing a text/document
• preparing a presentation.

• creating a video
• recording a podcast

• creating an infographic
• drawing.

UDL assessment also provides support on construct-irrelevant dimensions. Examples of different
support tools and scaffolds are:

• text-to-speech and speech-to-text
• hyperlinked multimedia glossaries

• online translators and spell/grammar checkers
• word prediction software

• calculators
• rubrics or checklist specifying relevant components

• models/templates
• graphic organisers.
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Tab. 3b. UDL Assessment and Feedback in digital learning environments.
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UDL-Assessment and feedback in digital learning contexts

CAST highlights that methods and materials used in assessments often require skills and
understanding that are not relevant to measure learners’ knowledge, skills, and abilities, and which

may also pose barriers to learning. As such, they should be minimised by providing learners different
means and a variety of options to demonstrate what they have learned. Once constructive alignment
(Biggs 1996) and working through content provides a clear idea on how students can be assessed,
the assessment is measured and the means of assessment production are supporting expression

and individual needs. Thus, applying the three UDL principles to assessment means offering flexible
options (and therefore choice) in how the assessment is represented, how learners can show what

they know, and how they engage in the assessment process (CAST, 2015).

Feedback constitutes another key feature of UDL for addressing learners’ variability. By being goal-
oriented, relevant, timely and specific it is indeed meant to guide each learner towards mastery.

Engagement

Increasing learners’ engagement in assessment can enhance their performance. Practical strategies
to do this include:

• Involving learners in the choice of the ways they are going to be evaluated (e.g., allowing them to
come up with new ideas/suggestions). Communicate this idea orally and in writing, and post in

a clearly designated area within the syllabus and within the learning environment so that
students can access it? synchronously (Zoom, Google Hangouts) or asynchronously (Google

Classrooms, Blackboard, Moodle)
• Once students are clear on the why and when of the assessment (linking learning goals and
objectives and assessment), propose tools that best suit them to prove their learning, in written,
or an interactive electronic page, or through video, or written text with audio support (Microsoft

Word or Powerpoint, Flip, Genial.ly, Pecha Kucha)
• It is important to create authentic/relevant/problem-solving tasks for assessment that have a

meaning in the “real-world”
• No matter what tool or medium in which the assessment takes place it is important to provide

different degrees of (perceived) challenge in assessment tasks and make sure there is a system
to check in progress or allow consultation

• Feedback opportunities can be provided both via synchronous tools (Google Docs, Zoom) or
asynchronously (Email, Forums, Voicethread, Flip).

Feedback is very important at every step of the course and in any lesson, in particular in online
environments where physical presence of the teacher is reduced, mechanisms for following up,
checking and supporting progress are needed.

Representation

Applying the principle of Representation to assessment means considering how the information and
content of the assessment task are presented.

Options for presenting assessment items include:

• written (Microsoft Word, Book Creator)
• audio/video file; teachers may also record and post the description of the given tasks/

assignment to allow learners to listen to it again (Voki, Lingt, Flip)
• mind map (MindMup, Readwritethink Storymap).
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Action and Expression

Provide different options to complete the assignment:

• writing a text/document (Google Docs, Microsoft Word)
• preparing a presentation (PowerPoint, Prezzi, Canva)

• creating a video (Flip)
• recording a podcast (Soundtrap)

• creating an infographic (Infogram).

Written tests may allow different question/answer formats (Google Forms, Moodle and Blackboard
assessment tools), such as:

• Multiple choice
• Fill-in-the-blanks

• Short answer
• Analysis questions
• Essay questions.

Both in-person and online (blended, hybrid, asynchronous or synchronous) teachers should always
plan for different support tools to reduce the measurement of construct-irrelevant factors.

Closing

We began this chapter introducing UDL as a ‘shift in mindset’ which proposes the proactive

and intentional design of learning environments which are responsive to learners’

differences. Inclusion and participation in learning is thus enhanced in this framework

via the design of methods, materials and assessments used to teach the lesson that

are flexible and accessible for all learners. The focus on the accessibility of teaching

and learning constitutes indeed a key feature of the UDL approach and reflects a shift

of perspective from what students can/cannot do (with respect to the “average”) to the

contextual barriers that may prevent them from succeeding in learning. This marks a

pivotal change, insofar as it implies the recognition of the role of the environment in

hindering learning progress and learners’ active engagement in it, moving beyond labels

and categories (and thus overcoming a medical/deficit-oriented perspective on disability

and difference; Meyer et al., 2014). Moreover, the emphasis on flexibility and choice enables

the implementation of a differentiated instruction – and thus individual learning paths –

for all, avoiding the risk for some children of being stigmatised for their need of special

accommodations.

In this sense, the UDL framework can be seen as a driver of inclusion and equity.

The inherent flexibility and choice allows a more equitable education by acknowledging,
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embracing and celebrating students’ unique identities (with all their intersections) and

providing them with all they need to succeed in their learning (Chardin & Novak, 2020).

At the beginning of this chapter, we set out three questions to answer for teachers. The

next step is for you to ask and answer this question in relation to your practice: ‘How can I

use UDL to support and challenge the learning of every student in my classroom?’

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=144#h5p-7

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• How does viewing UDL as a “shift in mindset” from deficit-based approaches to

removing contextual barriers change the way you design and implement lessons?

• Looking at the example case provided, which specific UDL modifications (e.g., choice

boards, alternative formats, varied assessment methods) do you believe most

effectively bridge the gap between traditional and UDL-informed teaching?

• Considering the emphasis on formative feedback in the chapter, how can you use both

student and peer feedback to refine and adapt your UDL practices over time?

• Reflect on a previous teaching experience where student engagement was lacking.

Using the UDL framework, analyze what might have caused the engagement gap and

propose concrete strategies or adjustments to overcome these barriers.

• Develop a plan for incorporating ongoing formative feedback into your teaching

practice. Outline how you will collect, analyze, and act on this feedback to continually

improve accessibility and inclusion in your classroom.
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COOPERATIVE LEARNING
Heidrun Demo; Vana Chiou; Miriam Cuccu; and Özge Özdemir

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=378#oembed-1

Example Case

Two teachers, Nick and Eva, are in their office discussing their day in the classroom.

Nick: “Today, I organised my class into 3 groups and asked them to work together and answer

3 questions about the impact of the pandemic on education. I don’t know why but the groups

didn’t cooperate very effectively and in addition it took them too long to make decisions

and come up with conclusions. Even when they decided and answered the questions on the

worksheets, all of them were reluctant to present their work and the conclusions. Maybe next

time they should work in a different way. They don’t like working in groups at all”.

Eva: “I am not sure about that. How many students are in your class?”

Nick: “Twenty-four.”

Eva: “As I know, it’s not very effective to work in large groups, especially if you want to work

in the classroom within a certain time period. Smaller groups work more effectively. I usually

organise groups between 3-4 people. I also make sure that everyone’s role is clear from the

beginning. For example, one student can take up the role of secretary, another can be the

presenter, etc. In this case their roles are defined beforehand, and they don’t waste too much

time deciding on their responsibilities during the activity. Also, I always consider the skills and

interests of my students when organising teamwork in the classroom.”

Nick: “Oh.. Can you explain that? How do you arrange groups in that way?”

Eva: “I always make sure to create heterogeneous groups based on the skills and interests of
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the students. In this way, each of them complements the other, they help each other and the

team works more effectively. Why don’t you try it next time?”

Nick: “I think you are right. I will try to arrange teamwork in my classroom next time in a different

way. Thanks for the advice.”

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

• What is cooperative learning?

• What is the difference between group work and cooperative learning?

• What are the benefits of cooperative learning?

• What is the role of students in cooperative learning?

• What is the role of teachers in planning cooperative learning?

• How can equal participation be ensured in cooperative learning?

Introduction to Topic

Cooperative learning is the instructional use of small groups through which students work

together to maximise their own and each other’s learning (Johnson, Johnson, and Holubec,

1994). It can be defined as a variety of classroom management techniques in which

students work in small groups on learning activities and receive evaluations based on

achievement (Comoglio & Cardoso, 1996). Cooperative learning is related to collaborative

learning, which emphasises that learning occurs as an effect of community (Johnson &

Johnson, 1999). It is, however, contrasted with individualistic and competitive learning in

which students work by themselves to accomplish learning goals that are not related to

others, and compete with each other for grades (Johnson, Johnson, and Smith, 1998).

Specific characteristics define interactions among students during a cooperative learning

process, which is not only forming groups to discuss a topic or study a lesson, urging

students to help each other, or assigning a written task to complete with a group work
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(Comoglio & Cardoso, 1996), instead, it implies a change of both students’ and teachers’

roles, together with careful planning of time, space, materials and assignments.

Key aspects

From a teacher-centred to a learner-centred approach

Besides considering cooperative learning as a specific method, it can be seen as an aspect

of a wide educational movement that promotes the development of learning settings as

communities where cooperation and learning are strongly intertwined. Characterised by a

long history, a prolific research and theoretical elaboration and vast literature, cooperative

learning considers the relationship as an indispensable variable of the learning process

(Comoglio & Cardoso, 1996).

Within this approach, the preservation of peer interactions as a means for knowledge co-

construction requires that hierarchical teacher-student relationships are questioned. This

means taking into account the issue of power in classrooms.

In teacher-centred classrooms there is a hierarchical relationship between the teacher

and the students. Power is distributed asymmetrically: the teacher is expected to have

control on interactions and consequently limit productive discussions with and between

students.

Changing from a teacher-centred to a learner-centred classroom model does not mean

that there is no difference of responsibility between teachers and students. In this case,

the teachers’ authority is not used anymore to take control, but to construct a space of

participation for all. It is a responsibility of teachers to find a way to use the power of

their role to promote a democratic learning environment, instead of perpetrating hierarchies

(Hooks, 1994). The shift from a teacher-centred model of learning to a learner-centred

implies several changes in the classroom practice, as represented in Table 1.

Table 1:
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Teacher – Centred Learner – Centred

Teacher is the only leader Leadership is shared

Management means control Management means guidance

Teacher talks and students listen Teacher is a model, students interact with each other and
interact with the teacher

Students work alone Students work in pairs, in groups, or alone depending on the
purpose of the activity

Teacher monitors and corrects
every student statement

Students talk without constant teacher monitoring, teacher
provides feedback/correction when questions arise

Teacher answers students’
questions

Students answer each other’s questions, teacher consults and
moderates

Teacher chooses topics Students have some choices of topics

Teacher evaluates student
learning

Students evaluate their own learning, teacher also evaluates
students’ learning

Teacher is responsible for
organising the class

Students collaborate with the teacher to organise the
classroom

Rules are set by the teacher Rules are negotiated in the group

A few students support teachers
in classroom management

All students have the opportunity to actively contribute to
classroom management

Students are allowed limited
responsibilities Students share responsibilities in the classroom

Classroom is quiet Classroom is active

Table adapted and modified from Rogers and Frieberg (1994: 240)

In a cooperative learning setting the teacher delegates part of one’s own power and

authority in favour of students’ multiple learning centres. This requires that the teacher

goes beyond the concerns of losing control, to question existing structures and teaching

methods. This means moving from an education in which the knowledge is transmitted

only by the teacher, and students have just to receive and memorise the contents, to an

idea of education in which learning is a research process with students having an active

role. Instead of being just passive receivers of knowledge, they are now critical researchers,

in dialogue with the teachers, who are also learners and critical researchers themselves

(Freire, 1970).

In this way, teachers are thus required to be in an educational space of higher complexity,

where great importance is given to the relationship between all learners. It means that

they are active and support students to be more responsible, making the achievement of

cognitive, emotional and motivational goals possible. According to Cohen (1994) if the
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teachers delegate authority, there are more learning centres in operation, the percentage

of students talking and working together is higher, and consequently the average learning

results are increased. Students’ talking and working together at multiple learning centres

ensures higher learning gains.

Cooperative learning vs. simple group work

In literature, two of the most well-known authors on cooperative learning, Johnson and

Johnson (1999), have identified five elements that help teachers understand when

cooperative groupwork is really promoting learning processes. In this sense, “cooperative

learning is the instructional use of small groups so that students work together to maximise

their own and each other’s learning” (Johnson et al, 1994: 812). The first characteristic

of cooperative learning, and probably the most crucial one, is positive interdependence. It

describes the situation where students depend on each other in the sense that they feel

the work they are doing together is better than the work they would complete alone. And

at the same time, everyone feels part of the group’s success. The second element is about

group and individual accessibility. It describes how, when cooperative learning is working in

a successful manner, each member feels simultaneously responsible for the group and for

their own learning process. The third principle is being face to face, promoting interaction.

This means that, if cooperative learning is happening, students are really working together.

Their joint task does not have the structure of a chain work, with single steps done by single

students that are then assembled together. Instead, students share materials, encourage

and help each other, and discuss; in brief, students construct knowledge together. In order

to do that, students need to develop interpersonal skills, which is the fourth principle. For

example, they need to learn how to listen to each other, but they also need to learn how to

constructively critique the work being done and learn how to make joint decisions. This is

why it is important that, when we practise cooperative learning, social competencies are a

main focus which needs to be explicitly learned. Students need time to understand which

behaviours are related to some specific social competences and need time to try these

behaviours and to reflect on them. Lastly, the fifth element is about group processing. Here

the group moves to a metacognitive level. Group members reflect on their own learning

process, looking both at how they are managing the content-related task of the group work,

but also looking at the way they are maintaining the relationship and their collaboration.

Students’ benefit from cooperative learning

Cooperative learning is an effective strategy that contributes to the development of a wide

range of social, emotional, and cognitive skills. Many researchers have explored the impact

of cooperative strategies on learning during the last decade, and their benefits to students

are well-documented in literature.

Research consistently indicates that when students work cooperatively, they are more
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open to diverse ideas, not always coinciding with their own on many matters. Cooperative

learning facilitates students to discuss, exchange ideas, and listen to their classmates’

points of view. This process contributes to the enhancement of their oral and active

listening communication skills (Al-Tamimi & Attamimi, 2014; Kirbaş, 2017; Namaziandost

et al., 2019).

Furthermore, during cooperation and discussions, students realise that their classmates

may have the same or different ideas and feelings towards the issues discussed, thus

recognising the diverse aspects existing in their classroom. When students are able to

understand their classmates’ emotions, and can easily understand each other’s points of

view while working together, their empathy increases. Interestingly, cooperative learning

was found to significantly reduce bullying amoung students, due to an increase of empathy

(Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2019). While cooperating, social interactions are strengthened and

increased, and socialisation is promoted . Students and teachers, build positive

relationships during their cooperation to accomplish projects and assignments promoting

a positive classroom climate and increasing wellbeing amoung students.

Besides the interpersonal skills developed in cooperative classrooms, students also

become efficient in intrapersonal skills. When working together, they learn to offer

suggestions and solutions to problems that occur, they learn to defend their opinions

while respecting their classmates, and take responsibility for the tasks they work on.

Therefore, self-confidence and ownership increase, benefiting students who work together

cooperatively. In addition, when students can understand their own emotions and how

these emotions influence their behaviour during groupwork, their self-awareness is

enhanced.

The benefits from cooperative learning are not only related to social and emotional

outcomes (Ferguson-Patrick, 2012). Empirical evidence demonstrates that students

working cooperatively gain better academic outcomes in most subjects compared to those

working individually in classrooms (Hsiung, 2013; Johnson & Johnson, 1987) and they also

display more independent learning when studying (Slavin, 2010). High-order and reasoning

thinking is especially promoted, when students work on challenging and demanding tasks

(Gillies, 2014). Gillies and Haynes (2011) found that students exposed to challenging

questions during cooperative learning offered more complete and detailed answers than

those working individually. Furthermore, the implementation of cooperative learning was

found to develop students’ critical thinking in reading (Devi, Musthafa & Gustine, 2015)

and also enhance problem-solving in elementary and secondary mathematics (Slavin, 2013;

Slavin & Lake, 2008). In general, recent reviews show that when students are engaged in

inquiry-based cooperative learning, they develop content knowledge and a rich repertoire of

skills including cognitive, social, and emotional skills (Barron & Darling-Hammond, 2008).

Having said that, it is evident that successful cooperative learning can lead to significant

cognitive, social, and emotional competences on both intrapersonal and interpersonal

levels. Students engaged in cooperative learning can easily understand when you work
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together you can achieve more. In inclusive classrooms, the respect towards diversity is one

of the top achievements for successful cooperation.

The contribution of cooperative learning to a democratic inclusive classroom

For an inclusive classroom, participation and valuing diversity are crucial. This is only

possible in a democratic classroom environment that views school as a community where

students can develop respect and a sense of justice (Ferguson-Patrick, 2012). It implies

a transformative understanding of education in the sense that it connects change in

education with a broader change in society.

Participation

Through cooperative learning, students participate in activities collaboratively. They learn

to co-construct knowledge through interactions. It is necessary to listen and support each

other and to interconnect the different forms of previous knowledge. When working on

tasks, students may need to explain their opinions and ideas to their peers, thus feeling that

they are positively dependent on each other and that the learning experience as a group can

be more successful than on an individual level. This promotes the development of a sense

of belonging within the group.

In cooperative learning, the motivation to express one’s own thoughts is encouraged,

and through collaborative dialogue different students’ perspectives are equally valued.

Participation of all can flourish in a cooperative classroom.

Valuing diversity

Democratic classroom interactions require practices of respect, acknowledgment, and

recognition of equal worth. In cooperative classrooms, all students’ voices are equally heard

and mutually respected.

Working in groups, students learn to discuss and negotiate varied topics in different

group settings. They also learn to deal with diverse opinions and find ways to accomplish

their group work. At the end of group activities, they have the space to reflect on their

working process and learn how to give and receive constructive feedback. This may have

a significant impact on their ability to manage conflicts and lead to a more democratic

classroom.

Democratic classroom for a democratic society

It can be helpful to see the classroom as a mirror of society. The historical, social,

economic, and political structures of society influence students’ opinions and relationships

in the classroom. Social patterns are reconstructed and have a greatly impact the behaviour

of students. For a democratic stance in society the experience of a democratic class culture

is crucial. Teachers can act as advocates promoting equality, freedom, and justice, and

be a model for their students in taking responsibility for their actions in the classroom

and in society. If students learn to be open-minded and understand the points of view of

others, they are more likely to respond to diversity and develop civic and social engagement.
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They are encouraged to stand up for themselves, but also for other students, and practise

civil courage through intervening in situations where students experience discrimination.

By means of cooperative learning, classmates are active protagonists of their learning

community and can develop the commitment to shape it together. In cooperative

classrooms participation is increased and there is less space for exclusion.

The role of teachers in successful cooperative learning for all

Teachers have different tasks, and each one is very important for a successful

cooperative learning environment. In fact, teachers are still taking responsibility, in the

sense that they create space and structures for students participation in the classroom.

Firstly, teachers are designers and organisers of the learning environment and learning

units. Together with the students they arrange the classroom in a way that encourages

dialogue in an open space. Secondly, teachers are facilitators and moderators. When

students are working in small groups teachers promote positive relationships and

interactions. Furthermore, they have the role of consultants, advising students when

needed. As role models they act in a responsible way in front of students, in the sense that

they act coherently with what they say.

Teachers promote equal participation and are aware of their own power and authority in

the classroom. They listen to all voices equally and reflect on their own actions in order

to become more aware of their own prejudices. Dewey (1938) goes further and suggests

that teachers are agents of change that contribute to improve and reshape society founded

on democratic values. The classroom can therefore be seen as a microcosm of our wider

society. This requires, firstly, a rethinking of the role of the teachers, who acknowledge their

own role as a teacher-adult and at the same time carefully avoids setting up a hierarchical

and transmissive relationship with students. Instead of reproducing hierarchies they try to

reduce them and to contribute to the students’ emancipation.

In fact, leaving learning and socialisation processes fully in the students’ hands would

not be beneficial in terms of emancipation. There is a risk of failing to overcome the

problem of “consciousness between the oppressed and the oppressor” (Freire, 1970). Freire

promotes a form of authority built within a cooperative group, where teachers and students

together decide how to work. This facilitates the recognition of each one as a resource for

the group and promotes a habit of living and deciding together. In this context, practices

such as the children’s parliament or students’ assembly become fundamental. Additionally,

teachers should be aware of the diversity in the classroom and of students‘ different

experiences that may influence their attitudes towards school. Differences in society may

turn to inequalities, and being aware of discrimination can help when understanding the

dynamics of the classroom and students’ behaviours. Especially, the acknowledgement that

everyone has unique experiences of discrimination that can be intersectional is important.

Students may be affected by different forms of discrimination at the same time (racism,

classism, ableism, homophobia, etc). A heterogeneous classroom also requires teachers to

be aware of geopolitical and historical events which have a great impact on social identities
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of the students and their relationships. If we see the classroom as a microcosm that

reflects society (Dewey, 1938), we will have a better understanding of relationships among

students.

The role of students in successful cooperative learning for all

For a successful cooperative learning the enhancement of inter- and intrapersonal

competences is required and these foster the students’ role.

Interdependence and common responsibility

Students are responsible both for their individual task and the group’s work. They help

and encourage each other, trying to ensure that everyone learns effectively. Due to

cooperative interactions an increased autonomy is promoted.

All students exchange information, materials, and accomplish the task together, growing

their collaborative culture and limiting the effects of a competitive educational setting. In

this environment, help and support are positive and support everyone’s efforts to contribute

to the common goal.

Some structures can support the feeling of interdependence (Johnson & Johnson, 1987;

Johnson, Johnson & Holubec, 1998):

• Interdependence of purpose: students share a final goal, which can be the production

of a drawing, a poster, or studying a specific topic, etc.

• Role interdependence: students play different roles that contribute to the

accomplishment of the work.

• Interdependence of information and resources: students share information and

resources with each other.

• Identity interdependence: students identify their group with a name or slogan.

• Fantasy interdependence: students imagine a fantastic scenario to set their work,

together with the motivations of their choice.

• Context interdependence: the way students occupy the space encourages them to stay

together. In this case the organisation of the environment is clearly explained by the

teacher.

• Interdependence of evaluation: the evaluation of the group is based on each students’

contribution.

• Celebration interdependence: students “celebrate” the successful achievement of the

goal, enhancing the sense of belonging in the group.

Learning to do (and to be) with others:

In a cooperative group the leadership is shared among the students and they can all take

up different, but equally necessary roles during the group work.

Here are some examples:
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1. Task Roles

• Speakers present the group’s work.

• Synthesisers take notes of the ideas emerged in the group.

• Verbalisers write decisions made by the group.

• Visualisers recap the ideas with drawings, concept maps, diagrams etc.

• Readers read aloud the material provided by the teacher.

2. Maintenance Roles

• Moderators manage the discussion.

• Participation trackers facilitate group interactions, encouraging participation.

• Time Controllers monitor the group’s work progress on the planned timelines.

• Voice Volume Controllers check the volume of the group members’ voice.

• Materials managers organise the materials to accomplish the activity.

In cooperative learning, students are committed both to achieve task-related goals and

to foster positive relationships. They care about the difficulties and weaknesses of peers,

celebrate their success, support each other with feedback and messages of appreciation

and encouragement, since everyone’s contribution is indispensable.

Due to direct and open communication among classmates, students learn to manage

conflicts and solve them constructively, in order to make common decisions for the

accomplishment of the work (Comoglio & Cardoso, 1996).

Planning cooperative learning

Teaching refers to a set of delineated actions that are organised during the design of the

lesson plan before it takes place. Teachers who decide to implement cooperative strategies

in their classrooms should know a variety of factors that may influence the learning of their

students and the teaching process.

Plan the objectives of the learning unit:

One of the most important steps in designing a learning unit is to define its objectives,

taking into account the content and what the students should learn and achieve at the

end of it, both at the subject-related level and the socio-emotional goals. Objectives should

be content-based and aligned with the desired students’ outcomes to be achieved at

the end of the cooperative learning. Precise objectives facilitate teachers to organise a

successful instruction and communicate them effectively to students. In other words, it is

important that both teachers and students understand what the purpose of the classroom

cooperation and its goals are (Anderson et al., 2001).

Tips for planning objectives
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• Decide the knowledge, skills, and attitudes you what to achieve through your teaching.

• Mention the target group of your teaching (students).

• Write down clear and precise objectives using active verbs (Anderson et al., 2001;

Bloom, 1956; Gogus, 2012).

• Mention the degree of mastery the students should demonstrate.

The objectives should be achievable in the given time of your teaching, easily written,

understandable, and challenging. An example of a learning objective based on Bloom’s

taxonomy is: At the end of this lesson, students will be able to describe in detail the steps

for the design of an app and provide examples of its application.

Choose a cooperative learning strategy

For effective cooperative learning, teachers need to be aware of and confident to use

multiple cooperative strategies in different circumstances based on the projects’ objectives

and the needs and interests of the students. Literature provides us with a variety of

cooperative strategies that can be applied in classrooms. Indicatively, some of the most

well-known and widely implemented are: Think Pair Share, Numbered Heads Together,

Jigsaw, and Peer Tutoring.

Think Pair Share: There are three stages to this cooperative discussion strategy:

(1) Think: The teacher poses a question or gives a prompt to the class to get them

thinking. Students take a few minutes to think about the question individually.

(2) Pair: Students discuss their answers / thoughts with a classmate, compare,

reconsider them and come up with answers that are more convincing to them.

(3) Share: Students share and discuss their ideas /responses with other classmates in a

four student group or larger groups or with the whole class (Lyman, 1987).

Numbered Heads Together: This is a cooperative learning strategy with four steps that

aims for the maximum involvement of all students in the activity.

(1). Students are numbered usually from 1 to 4.

(2) Teacher informs them about the topic they will work on and the time limit.

(3) To complete the task, students put their heads together, think, discuss, and cooperate.

(4) Teacher calls out a number from 1 to 4 and the numbered student should present the

group’s work.

Jigsaw: This is one of the most popular cooperative learning techniques that promotes

students’ interdependence, socialisation, social skills, collaboration, listening, and

academic growth. Although it can be found in different versions (Drouet et al., 2023), all of

them share a common structure which is outlined below.

The teacher divides the day’s lesson into five or six segments and creates Jigsaw groups

of five or six students. Then, the teacher distributes each segment to each of the students

in the Jigsaw groups. Next, students from different Jigsaw groups get together in “expert”

groups to help one another get ready to teach their Jigsaw groups their individual pieces.

Then, all students come back to their initial Jigsaw groups and “teach” their group the
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assigned part of work. At the end, the teacher gives a quiz to the students (Aronson et al.,

1978).

Peer Tutoring: It is a cooperative technique that promotes peer assisted learning. When

this technique is applied, more experienced students act as tutors and assist less

experienced ones on a specific task to learn the material (Topping, 2020).

Research suggests that these strategies, when used in classrooms, facilitate the

promotion of students’ learning and a rich repertoire of skills. The choice of which strategy

will be chosen is definitely a professional decision made by the teacher who will take into

account how the students will approach the material and develop their cooperation in order

to fulfil the lesson’s objectives.

Design assessment:

Both formative and summative assessment can be applied in a cooperative classroom.

Formative assessment is used to provide teachers and students with feedback during the

learning process, while summative assessment is organised to judge the final products and

is highly related to the content knowledge. A successful assessment should be aligned

with the objectives and the content of the activities that will take place during cooperative

learning. It is highly recommended for teachers to differentiate the assessment keeping

in mind the different needs, interests, background, and learning styles of their students.

Different assessment activities can be implemented at different cooperation stages and

can be conducted by teachers, the students themselves (self-assessment) or their peers

in groups (peer-assessment). The evaluation results guide both teachers and students to

consider factors that positively influenced the cooperative learning and also reconsider

those that may have hindered it. The assessment informs the cooperative learning in

subsequent lessons.

Tips for designing the assessment:

• Identify the objectives set for the cooperative learning.

• Select the appropriate assessment techniques for the cooperative learning.

• Decide at which stage of the cooperative learning each assessment technique will be

adopted and by whom (teachers, students themselves or peers).

• Make sure that the assessment content is aligned with the objectives of the lesson.

• Design and differentiate the assessment, taking into account the different needs,

interests, background, and learning styles of your students.

• Carefully read the results of the assessment, and share them with the student.

• Consider factors that may influence the success of the cooperative learning both

positively or negatively.

• Adjust or improve your next lessons in your cooperative classrooms based on the

assessment results.

Prepare material and means:

1106 | COOPERATIVE LEARNING



The materials and means used in cooperative classrooms are of great importance for

successful learning. Teachers should decide on the format and the content of the materials

provided during the cooperation in order to facilitate students to achieve the learning goals.

It is highly recommended that the content of the material, its format, as well as the means

that will be used are based on the diversity of the classroom. Teachers should take into

consideration the attributes of the students, their needs, interests, background, and learning

styles, offering them different learning paths. Furthermore, the preparation of the material

should be based on the principles of cooperation providing all students equal chances to

access different types of material and to work cooperatively.

Tips for preparing the material of a lesson:

• Prepare accurate and easy understandable material based on the students’

competences.

• Prepare material in different formats that facilitate students with different learning

styles, needs and interests.

• Check that your material is easily visible and accessible to all.

• Make sure that the material is aligned with both lesson’s objectives and assessment.

• Choose the means that facilitate your students to have easy access to the material

from different paths.

• Make sure that the means you choose are well maintained and in good condition.

Organise time.

There is not always adequate time to reach all our goals. This can depend on many

factors, both external and internal. However, in the case of classroom activities, time may

not be flexible enough, taking into account that school hours are fixed and set by the school

administration for the whole school year. Time is an important factor that influences the

flow of cooperative learning, and students’ accomplishments at the end of the activities.

To have a maximum didactic time enriched with meaningful cooperation among students,

teachers should ensure that the lesson plan and the designed activities are in line with the

time provided for the lesson.

In the cooperative classroom, at some stages, students can also contribute to organise

time. The opportunity for example, to define the time spent autonomously for single steps

of an assignment could be a way to meet the differences in learning pace.

Tips for planning the time:

• During the design of your lesson, estimate the time needed per each task.

• Make sure at the start of the lesson that you have access to an item to tell you the time,

for example a clock or smartphone, or set an alarm, if needed.

• In order to engage the students in having a sense of time in relation to their

assignments, ask one student per group to keep time (timekeeper).

COOPERATIVE LEARNING | 1107



• Advise the students of the time at regular intervals and continue or stop activities

based on the needs and the interests of students, as well the learning objectives set.

Organise space:

Space is also one factor that can influence the success of cooperative learning in a

classroom. Teachers who decide to organise a cooperative classroom should take care of

the space based on the strategies that they will adopt. For example, the number of groups

and numbers of members in each group will affect the arrangement of the furniture in a

classroom and play an important role in facilitating easy and productive communications

among students and teachers, as well as the group working at them. The layout of the

classroom should be relevant to the cooperative strategy chosen and the groups using it.

Ensuring adequate lighting, avoidance of distracting noises, easy eye-contact, and access

to materials in the classroom are also crucial for a successful cooperative learning

experience. The physical arrangement of the classroom will facilitate students to work

effectively in groups. If there is adequate time, students could be involved in arranging the

learning space, this might increase engagement and a sense of belonging.

Tips for planning the space:

• Arrange the desks and chairs in circles or half circles based on the cooperative learning

strategy, the numbers of the groups, and group members in the classroom.

• Ensure that the classroom layout will facilitate the groups working.

• Make sure that all members of the group can have eye contact and listen to each other

without difficulty.

• Make sure that the seating arrangements provide students with easy access to learning

materials.

• Engage students in the process of arranging the space to enhance their participation

and their feeling of belonging.

Ensuring equal participation in inclusive cooperative learning for all

The work by Elizabeth Cohen and her group, made visible how status characteristics affect

participation in cooperative learning. At the initial stage of her work, in the US she compared

the rates of interactions and the influence on the group decisions of white adolescents,

perceived to be high status, and African-American or Mexican-American, perceived to be

low status, and described how participation and influence of the high status members was

significantly higher (Cohen, 1972; 1982). Aware of that, it becomes clear that the issue

of ensuring equal participation requires challenging status hierarchies in the classroom.

Cohen’s group developed numerous intervention models and strategies that can be adopted

by teachers to put this idea into practice and organised them in the approach of Complex

Instruction (Lotan & Holthuis, 2021). In their collaboration with schools, scholars of the
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group recognise that “to organise the classroom for equitable interactions among students,

the teacher’s task becomes increasingly complex, non-routine, and uncertain” (Lotan &

Holthuis, 2021: 70). This is why the implementation of strategies can be seen as a complex

learning process, both for students and teachers, that requires time, braveness to

experiment, tolerance with errors, and patience to reflect on them in order to refine the

intervention.

Grouping strategies.

A first crucial strategy is related to grouping. How shall small groups of students be

composed? If the choice is left to the students, they will probably reproduce the

spontaneous relationship network they have in the classroom. Reflecting on this in terms

of status, this kind of procedure is connected with the high risk that some popular students

are highly requested, whereas others are left out or reluctantly included, reproducing

marginalisation processes.

In literature, besides preference groups, other two grouping strategies are described:

randomly defined groups and groups defined by the teacher (Klippert, 2012). An example

of a random grouping technique could be asking each student to choose a stone and then

finding students with a similar stone to meet in a group. In this case, everybody has the

same chance to work with each other and this fact clearly conveys the idea that the teacher

trusts that each combination can be a good one for successful work to be completed on

the assignment.

In other situations, the precise design of each single group by the teacher can also be an

interesting option. Groups can be built along the criteria of homogeneity or of heterogeneity.

For example, students could be grouped homogeneously according to common interests.

It could be the case of an assignment that aims at the development of reading

comprehension competences, where all groups work on the same competence but on

texts that address different topics, according to their interests. In the event of intellectually

challenging assignments, that need for example, problem-solving or the development of a

project, heterogeneous groups can be a more interesting solution. In this case, it is exactly

the coexistence of different talents, interests, social abilities, and ways of learning that

facilitate the completion of the task (Lotan, 2014).

Mitchell’s work on “What really works in Special and Inclusive Education” (Mitchell, 2014)

underlines the limits of establishing homogeneous groups in terms of ability, especially

for students that struggle or are hard to reach. Assigning students to low-ability groups

communicates low expectations to students and reduces learners’ opportunities.

Anticipating diversity.

A second possible strategy to facilitate equal participation is to anticipate diversity in

the way the assignment and the materials for the groups are designed. This means that,

following the principles of Universal Design for Learning (https://udlguidelines.cast.org/),

teachers plan in advance with heterogeneity in mind instead of adapting for single students

at a moment’s notice. In practice, the teacher can design assignments that imply that
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different students in different groups can activate multiple ways of learning within the same

or different assignment(s). For example, students may have the option to present the result

of group work both with a visualisation poster or with an oral presentation, depending on

their preferences.

Another important aspect in anticipating diversity is the idea of getting access to multiple

and flexible materials. So, for example, new knowledge that the group needs to understand

in order to work on the group task, can be presented with the option of choosing between a

video or a text. Again, students choose according to their preferences.

Role assignment.

A third strategy that can be adopted in order to facilitate equal participation is the

assignment of specific roles to the single students working in the group (Johnson &

Johnson, 1999). This can be seen as a way to structure shared leadership: assigning a role

means making a member of the group responsible for a task that is necessary to the group

in order to succeed. If this is not done, students will probably act according to the statutes

they spontaneously have within the group. This means that those who are perceived as

leaders will take up the leadership role. A person with a low status instead will participate

and influence the group much less. Assigning specific roles becomes a way for the teacher

to limit the impact that status has on participation and to question the status itself. In fact,

assigning roles symbolically represents how each member is necessary to the group and

contributes to the realisation of positive interdependence (Thomas, 1957).

Different kinds of roles exist (for example see the paragraph on the students’ role in

cooperative learning). To strategically challenge status the teacher can manage who takes

on which role within the group. This might highlight a student’s talent in the group, or it may

limit the dominant influence of others. If the decision is accompanied by a reflection of their

own strengths and weaknesses, the assignment of roles can be decided together with the

students. The reflective process leads them to move beyond spontaneous status dynamics.

Adult’s support.

The last aspect we would like to highlight is the fact that, even though cooperative

learning is based on students being the protagonists of the learning process, adult’s support

can be very crucial and important, especially in order to facilitate and ensure equal

participation. This means that every time students are excluded, discriminated against,

or experience a form of marginalisation, the teachers’ reaction is crucial. Teachers, in

fact, can explicitly intervene and show that unfairness and exclusion is not accepted in

the classroom environment. Or they can decide to act in a more indirect way praising

the students’ actions and explicitly acknowledging the contribution of students with a

lower status (Lotan & Holthuis, 2021). In this way, they make it clear that in our inclusive

classroom, every voice counts.

Local contexts
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An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=378#h5p-22

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Collect examples of group work and try to identify which of them fostered cooperative

learning and which did not. Use the five characteristics identified by Johnson and

Johnson (2008) to explain your choice.

• Prepare a 5-minute speech to portray the benefits of cooperative learning to parents.

• Think of a concrete situation in your school, your experience as a teacher or as a

learner, where equal participation during group work was really established.

Considering the contents of this chapter, how would you explain it?

• Think of a concrete situation in your school, your experience as a teacher or as a

learner, where equal participation during group work was not established. Considering

the contents of this chapter, what changings would you suggest in order to facilitate

equal participation of all group members?

• Do you think that the many structures presented for practising effective cooperative

learning can become a limitation of the single learner’s freedom in the learning

process?
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(DIGITAL) MEDIA AND MATERIALS FOR
LEARNING

Pamela February; Grit Alter; Jules Buendgens-Kosten; Frank J. Müller; and
Alessio Di Paolo

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=365#oembed-1

Example Case

It is the first day of your practicum at a school. The first lesson you observe starts a bit late.

The teacher later explains to you: “There was a queue at the photocopy machine – and I

needed to print out different versions of today’s worksheet, to take the heterogeneity of our

learners into consideration”. This makes you think about the role of media – analogue and

digital – in contexts of inclusive education.

As you read this chapter, think about suggestions you can provide to the teacher to make this

task easier.

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

• What is a (digital) medium?
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• What are the affordances of digital media for inclusive educational settings?

• Which (digital) media is beneficial for inclusive classrooms?

• How can (digital) media be applied in a meaningful way?

• What are limitations to using digital media in inclusive educational settings?

Introduction to Topic

One of the many things we need to take into consideration when creating inclusive learning

environments is the media and material we use. It seems to be the case that a lot of the

materials that are used in classrooms are based on verbal and/or visual texts, depending

on the grade, and textbooks which mainly consist of visual (primary school) and verbal text

(lower and upper secondary school). There are, however, a number of students who find it

difficult to access, and learn, with these texts. In this chapter, we discuss why it is important

to create and use diverse (digital) media and material and how we can do this in inclusive

educational settings.

In the title of this chapter, digital is put in parenthesis. This means that we will write

about both digital and analogue media and material. In large parts of the chapter, the focus

will be on digital media because digital media have become part and parcel in educational

contexts, not only since the COVID-19 crisis (Timotheou et.al. 2023). Even so, it is important

to mention upfront that digital media, or media in general, is not a panacea, and is not a

magic wand that solves all problems. Dropping a digital device into learners’ hands is not

enough. On the contrary, there are many factors that can impact whether or not a student

can fully benefit from a specific example of (digital) media. A wonderful app, a fascinating

film clip or an impressive book that fails to meet learners’ needs or is not a good fit with the

curriculum and learning goals, is of little help in the classroom.

So, how do we go about creating an inclusive learning environment in terms of digital

media? How can we make sure that the media and material we bring into classrooms

provide learning opportunities for all learners? This chapter aims to provide some answers

to these questions by addressing specific topics. The chapter introduces the concept of a

medium and the need to design inclusive media and materials. The chapter addresses key

aspects of digital and analogue media and materials that include theoretical aspects such

as Mayer’s Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning and the Universal Design for Learning,

in addition to the use of Open Educational Resources (OER). In particular, the chapter

provides practical considerations connected to the use of (digital) media and materials in

classrooms and broader educational settings.
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Key aspects

What is a medium?

Initially, we need to clarify what we mean by media and material. For the purpose of this

section, we consider both to refer to the objects we apply to educational settings. There are

several ways to define what a medium is. We can distinguish between a narrow and a broad

understanding of media. For a narrow understanding, Schmidt and Strasser (2018, p. 212)

suggest that :

Media can be defined as the means by which information is conveyed from one place

to another. The most obvious characteristic of a medium is its technology, the mechanical

and electronic aspects that determine its function and to some extent its shape and other

physical features. These are the characteristics that are commonly used to classify a

medium as a ‘television’, a ‘radio’, and so on (cf. Kozma, 1991, p. 2).

Added to this, we can include a time dimension as, in most cases, the media also

allows access to the information they contain over time, through archives, which are easily

accessible, either on the internet or in libraries? More broadly, the many forms of

information available across time and space can be interpreted as media, even if they were

not crafted by humans (as the word ‘technology’ implies). Marshall McLuhan is well known

for taking a very broad perspective on what is encompassed under the label media. One of

his examples is electric light. Electric light enables colours, but it “escapes attention as a

communication medium just because it has no content” (McLuhan, 1964, p. 8). It is not until

it “is used to spell out some brand name that it is noticed as a medium” (McLuhan, 1964,

p. 9). Additionally, understanding something as a medium also depends on what one reads

into the medium. A piece of driftwood, for example, can be a medium if you tell its story;

whereas a cup of coffee can be used as an incentive to discuss sustainability. This indicates

that using objects in specific contexts can turn these into media. Whether something is a

medium depends on the negotiation between sender and receiver, and the intention which

follows.

Another differentiation is often made in terms of the way a medium functions, or the

means by which it is perceived. There is visual media (pictures and photos), audio media

(podcasts and audiobooks) and audiovisual media (film and advertisements). Modes and

codes can also be combined and result in multimodal/codal media such as picturebooks

(see below). Another way of looking at media is their underlying technology: there is analog

media such as books and newspapers, digital media such as ebooks, and interactive media

such as apps or video games. Certainly, the human body is also a medium as body language

carries meaning and conveys information. In other words, anything that communicates

content and meaning can be viewed as a medium.

In educational settings, materials such as textbooks, worksheets, videos etc are

considered a form of media. Teachers use these to teach content and develop
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competencies. In inclusive education settings, we can benefit from different kinds of media

that address different means of perception. Objects are also included as students often

learn through touch, such as playing with toy animals or by building blocks, for example.

There are specific characteristics of media that make them particularly beneficial for

educational settings. Most media are interactive, multimodal and, in the case of digital

media, often hypertextual. If these types or characteristics are not available, teachers can

use other tools at their disposal to enhance their use. Interactivity means that media can

be used in an interactive way. Interactivity refers to at least two dimensions. Firstly, learners

can interact with one another based on a medium, e.g., a picture. In a foreign language

classroom, for instance, each learner could have a different version of the same picture

and discuss how their pictures differ. Secondly, learners can interact with the medium itself,

e.g., when using a language learning app where they match correct words and pictures or

translate phrases. The app then offers feedback and the learners continue their work.

Multimodality refers to the simultaneous integration of several codes and modes. Media,

such as newspapers, picturebooks, feature film, and most apps, combine different modes

and codes to convey meaning and information. In newspapers and picturebooks, there’s a

combination of verbal and visual text while in feature films, it is visual and auditive text. In

apps it is often a combination of verbal, visual, and auditive text plus the user’s interactivity

with tasks. When using media in inclusive educational settings, it is essential to be aware

of the advantages of the various modes and codes, and their combination, that provides (to

be explained in further detail below).

Hypertextuality refers to the way in which media are linked to one another. This is

apparent in digital verbal text such as lemmas in lexicon in which terms and concepts that

explain one idea are directly linked to their own lemmas (see more details below). While this

line of argument suggests that teachers and learners can benefit from characteristics which

make the content more accessible, it is certainly the case that interactivity, multimodality

and hypertextuality make the perception process more complex. One of the main benefits

of digital media and material, however, is their adaptability.

One particular medium that teachers automatically bring into classrooms is their own

body and (often) voice. In inclusive settings, it is worthwhile thinking about body language

and the use of voice and pronunciation as well, because the intricacies of both can have

an impact on successful learning for all. Teachers can benefit from using their bodies

consciously, both as a means to distinguish between the use of body language that

supports students in following instructions and explanations, and by using body language

that distracts or makes students nervous. One means of bodily supporting learners would

be, for example, to orient themselves in space in a way that makes lip-reading easier, or

by using their bodies and voices to express empathy and affection. Thus, consciously

working with the body has the potential to increase students’ awareness of their own bodies

and how they work, thereby building students self-confidence,and personal identity and

emphasising the diversity within the classroom.
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Perceiving the body as a medium implies that teachers should not only be aware of their

own body language but also be able to read the body language of their students. How do

students signal that they are comfortable or uncomfortable? Are they lazily chilling in their

seats or highly relaxed and able to pay particular attention to what is being presented?

Certainly, activities that require movements, e.g., in-between activities or where students

stand up and shake their arms and legs, can play a key role in maintaining engagement in

the classroom. In inclusive settings we need to be aware that not all students may be able

to participate in such activities. Anything that concerns embodiment needs to be sensitively

considered, especially so in inclusive classrooms. There are common ways in which the

body can be designed to work for different learners including drama activities, physical

movement or methods such as marketplace and mingling around. This might also involve

metaphorical movement in virtual spaces using avatars or in 3D (Morganti & Riva, 2006).1

The need to design inclusive media and material

When teaching, it is important to address, and include, everyone, and to ensure everyone

benefits from the learning experience. This is especially relevant in inclusive settings where

learners with different needs develop skills and competences at a different rate. When

using media and material, it is paramount to do so in such a way that invites all learners

to learn. For example, the delivery and design of media and material is important, and this

is particularly the case for analogue and digital media and material alike. Digital media

and material can be challenging for some students as a colourful design, fast pace, or

means of accessibility could be overwhelming or distracting for them. Despite this, there

are numerous benefits of using digital media such as:

• Developing skills and additional competencies that would not be possible without the

technology, making details observable through slow-motion or zooming-in to images;

• Ensuring participation in classroom activities and beyond, e.g., participating in lessons

remotely and online;

• Supporting students in solving tasks independent from teacher support, e.g., by

conducting their own research.

Developing skills and competencies is necessary for all learners, regardless of their socio-

cultural, economic and social background.. All students must acquire basic skills and

knowledge that enable them to assess, produce, present, and exchange information, as well

as the ability to choose the appropriate technologies to tackle real-life problems.

1. For more details please refer to ideas such as the inclusive body (Morin, 1999), educational corporeity (Sibilio, 2011) and

embodiment (Shapiro, 2010).
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As indicated above, digital media and material offers particular advantages to create

teaching and learning scenarios for all. Teachers and learners can, for example, benefit

from text-to-speech software and visual organisers. We can adapt the structure of the

material and media, and also the content. Through the online world, information and

material can immediately be accessed and included in teaching. Digital media can thus

support differentiation and, as a result, inclusion.

Beyond media and material, the use of language also makes teaching and learning

accessible to all students. We can ensure that learning materials are provided across

different levels, and also supplement written texts with audio recordings.

There are a number of benefits for using digital media in the context of inclusion:

1. As a tool for learning (e.g., learning maths);

2. As a way to develop digitalisation-related competencies (functional and personal/

critical);

3. To allow students to develop life skills needed in a society predominately shaped by

the digital transformation.

We can create and design inclusive media and material, or increase access to given media

and material by digitising it. Digitisation is the act of translating information into machine-

readable formats. With the increasing digitisation of data, a process of digital

transformation begins. Digital transformation does not refer merely to the ubiquitousness

of digital devices, but to the changes caused by large amounts of data being easily

searchable and digitally processable. For example, scanning an individual book is a form

of digitisation. A book that was scanned can be uploaded and downloaded, shared and

searched. The predominance of scanned books and digital repositories of research articles,

(or electronic texts) has an additional effect, in changing the way we research . For instance,

instead of searching in card catalogues or printed bibliographies, we can use search

engines like Google Scholar to find information. While this is beneficial in one respect (by

identifying side references to obscure topics) it also has drawbacks in that it can be difficult

to assess the quality of a publication.

Many studies have analysed the potential of digital media for students with special

educational needs (Florian, 2004; Joimur, 2018; Tohara, 2021). These highlight how digital

media can support students not only in studying, but in acquiring life skills (Bryant et

al., 2020). Digital media, therefore, becomes not only an information tool but also an

educational tool. A teacher who wants to respond to everyone’s needs (Sibilio & Aiello,

2015) faces the challenge in designing activities that meet the needs of each individual

student, and respecting their personal way of learning. Where students encounter

difficulties, their teachers can resort to different resources to support them. When we think

of analogue media, these can be adapted to different needs by, for example, changing the
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size of letters and images or the colours in a verbal text to make it easier to identify details,

or adding verbal explanations to what can be seen in an image.

The blend of modern technology with the more traditional means of learning, offers

even more options. For example, an image can be viewed on the Interactive Multimedia

Whiteboard to allow greater magnification. Using software to work with maps (e.g., in

Geography), in addition to textbooks, adapts the learning environment for students who

are more motivated when using technology, allowing them to view images in more detail

compared to the classic textbook. In fact, it is often the case that children who have

little interest in studying exclusively from books, learn better using a computer whilst also

sustaining their attention span. Providing students with choices supports their autonomy2,

and creates ownership and self-reliance.

(DigitaI) Media and Material in Inclusive Settings: Theoretical Foundations

There are various theories one may use to build a foundation for critically reflecting on

applying (digital) media and material in inclusive settings. For the content listed here, we

believe Mayer’s Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning and the approach of Universal

Design for learning are fundamental when designing digital or non-digital material for

learning.

Mayer’s cognitive theory of multimedia learning

In the first instance, we will discuss Mayer’s Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning

(Mayer, 2021). It assumes that learners actively construct their understanding from the

material presented to them. This theory builds on research in deciding how best to support

learners through design choices related to choosing what to include and how to arrange

it. Mayer ascertains that our working memory is always limited. An individual’s working

memory capacity differs from person to person, but it will never be unlimited. The process

of learning will place demands on the working memory. Everything that a person can learn

has a germane load – in other words, is it relevant for the task at hand . However, the way

in which this input is presented can increase the total cognitive load. By presenting good

learning designs, we can keep the extraneous load low.

So, what is good design? A long, uninterrupted text, or a truly intimidating wall of text?

Perhaps a video filled with images and animation and effects, with narration and music and

2. The idea of learner autonomy is not new, but it has been widely referred to in the field of ELT only over the last decade, also

critically? (Schmenk, 2008). Learners should feel responsible for their own learning, which includes engaging with topics

in a way that suits their interests and learning preferences. They should process content and find solutions for problems

in self-reliant settings and also evaluate their learning process (Smith, 2008). Even so, the concept of learner autonomy

needs to be approached sensitively, particularly in inclusive settings.
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everything else under the rainbow? According to Mayer’s Cognitive Theory of Multimedia

Learning, both are not the ideal. Mayer’s theory assumes that the processing of input has to

go through different channels. Each of these channels has a limited capacity. In designing

material, therefore we do not want to overburden either of these channels. As there are

different channels available, we can use multimedia to transport some information through

one of the channels, and other information through the other channels.

What are these channels? There are two approaches which the theory draws on; the

verbal vs. the non-verbal channel, and the visual vs. the auditory channel. The verbal channel

deals with language. It can be spoken or written or signed.f it is spoken language, it is

processed by the verbal channel. The non-verbal channel deals with everything else. So, if

there is a video that makes use of sign language and written text, e.g., subtitles, both would

have to be processed by the verbal channel. However, if there is audio text and a drawing,

only the audio text would be processed by the verbal channel and the drawing by the non-

verbal channel. This means, instead of sending all your metaphorical boats down a single

river and clogging it up, you are sending some boats down one river, some boats down

another river, and everything can travel smoothly. Another approach involves the distinction

between visual and auditory channels. If you have written text and animation, both will tax

the visual channel. If you have spoken text and the animation, it will draw on both systems

and may avoid overtaxing any one of these channels. Hence, teachers may also address

corresponding channels to allow learners to follow instructions or content. They could use

meaningful hand signs while explaining an issue, may show pictures while telling a story, or

develop sketchnotes while referring to grammar phenomena.

From these, and more, assumptions, certain principles have been developed that can

guide your design of teaching material. One of which is the coherence principle, which

encourages us to only include what is needed, and leave out what is not needed. Extra detail

that sounds interesting but is not necessary – for instance, music that does not contribute

to the essence of the material can be left out in order to reduce the cognitive load. Another

principle that is important here is the temporal contiguity principle. If you have a picture and

a narration that explains the picture, present them at the same time. For example, if you

designed a PowerPoint slide deck: present the picture and the corresponding narration on

one slide.

Table 1: Design Principles to Minimise Extraneous Cognitive Load in Multimedia

Learning
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Goal Representative
techniques Description of techniques

Minimize extraneous
processing Coherence principle Eliminate extraneous material

Signaling principle Highlight essential material

Redundancy principle Do not add printed text to spoken text

Spatial contiguity
principle Place printed text near corresponding graphic

Temporal contiguity
principle

Present narration and corresponding graphic
simultaneously

Table based on Mayer (2001, p. 69)

Mayer’s Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning is useful for designing material that

works for students with different working memory capacities. Nevertheless, there are some

caveats. First, the idea of using multiple channels can fall flat if some students simply

cannot use one of these channels. It is often better to risk overtaxing one channel, than

depending on a channel that is not available to your learners. A deaf student might profit

more from written text or a sign language video, even if this text or video, in combination

with a graphic or animation, might risk overtaxing the visual channel. We can still support

them by presenting information in appropriately sized chunks, allowing them to pause the

input, or to rewatch parts of it. Furthermore, when you are exploring language learning, all

bets are off. When students are still acquiring a language – be it in the foreign language

classroom, or in other settings – being able to hear and read the same words

simultaneously can be a major advantage. Listening comprehension improves when

students can read while listening. This is very noticeable, for example, when watching

target language videos with subtitles. Košak-Babuder and colleagues (2019) investigated

language learners with dyslexia and found that students benefited even more from the

combination of spoken and written language.

So, what do you do? Should you follow Mayer’s Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning

or not? It is certainly a useful starting point, especially as these principles can guide you

in designing material with an appropriate cognitive load and that avoids unnecessary, and

potentially harmful, bells and whistles. On the other hand, and for accessibility reasons, you

can include alternative methods for improving the presentation of information for students

with difficulties. Ideally, these can be concealed by students who do not need them i.e.,

subtitles that can be switched on or off.

In this section, we have only discussed the parts of Mayer’s theory that look at the

two channels and aim to minimise extraneous processing. The theory goes much deeper,

though. To offer you a concise summary of further principles, we present these in the

following table.
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Table 2: Design Techniques to Manage Essential and Foster Generative Processing in

Multimedia Learning

Goal Representative
techniques Description of techniques

Manage essential
processing

Segmenting
principle Break presentation into parts

Pre-training
principle

Describe names and characteristics of key elements
before the lesson

Modality principle Use spoken rather than printed text

Foster generative
processing Multimedia principle Use words and pictures rather than words alone

Personalization
principle Put words in conversational style

Voice principle Use human voice for spoken words

Embodiment
principle Give onscreen characters human-like gestures

Emotional design
principle Make onscreen elements prime positive emotion

Generative activity
principle Provide prompts for learning strategies

Guided discovery
principle

Provide hints and feedback as learner solves
problems

Mapping principle Ask learners to create a graphic organizer or concept
map

Self-explanation
principle Ask learners to explain a lesson to themselves

Drawing principle Ask learners to make drawings for the lesson

Imagination
principle Ask learners to imagine drawings for the lesson

Table based on Mayer (2001, p. 69)

Universal Design for Learning (UDL)

Another theory is Universal Design for Learning (UDL). UDL is described as “a framework

to guide the design of learning environments that are accessible and challenging for all“

(CAST UDL Guidelines). UDL has developed a table with different principles, each containing

guidelines, with accompanying checkpoints. This table is a wonderful tool for planning and

reflecting on your teaching. Here, we will look only at a small part of it, i.e., the principle of
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representation. (The full table, with hyperlinked explanations, can be accessed here: CAST

UDL Guidelines).

Representation refers to the means at teachers’ and students’ disposal to learn content

and information. UDL suggests we provide multiple means of representation. On the one

hand, we should design options for perception and ensure that information is presented

which includes students who are hard of hearing, blind or visually impaired. We should also

ensure that students can customise the display of information. Do subtitles help you? Then

switch them on. Do they take your attention away from the film? Switch them off. Each

learner can choose for themselves what works best for them and how to make the content

accessible.

Designing options for language and symbols understands that perception alone is not

enough. If you use many complex technical terms, a simple process description might

be incomprehensible to some of your learners. We need to clarify how the vocabulary,

symbols, and language structures that we use are organised. When we have learners who

speak more than one language, we can cultivate understanding across languages and

dialects to support their learning. We can also help students by using multiple media to

illustrate the same ideas.

Finally, just understanding a small piece of new information is not enough. Design

options for building knowledge concerns how this information is processed. We can

connect prior knowledge to new learning, or provide it to learners. Without that background

knowledge, the new ideas might be meaningless or decontextualized. Do not overwhelm

students with details but rather highlight patterns, big ideas, and relationships. For

instance, guide students in how to process information and to use strategies such as

visualisation and support them in maximising transfer and generalisation by giving them

different opportunities to revisit ideas and apply them to different problems.

The idea is not to create special ways of presenting information that perfectly meets the

needs of a single student (i.e., individualisation), but rather to design our teaching in a way

that includes multiple flexible options, so that students can use include options that fit their

needs and use the support that helps them in that specific lesson.

Using Open Educational Resources (OER) to address students’ needs

The concept of OER

Looking at UNESCO’s definition, Open Educational Resources (OER) can be defined as:

Learning, teaching and research materials in any format and medium that reside in

the public domain or are under copyright that have been released under an open license,

that permit no-cost access, re-use, re-purpose, adaptation and redistribution by others […]

(UNESCO, 2019, p. 5).

This means that due to their open licence teachers and learners worldwide can flexibly

and legally use OER. The material for the secondary level schools from the Norwegian OER
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platform ndla.no (NDLA), for example, can be translated and distributed in other countries

(Müller, 2019).

Interestingly, UNESCO explicitly highlights the potential of free educational materials for

inclusive educational processes:

Information and communications technology (ICT) provide great potential for effective,

equitable and inclusive access to OER and their use, adaptation and redistribution. They can

open possibilities for OER to be accessible anytime and anywhere for everyone, including

individuals with disabilities and individuals coming from marginalized or disadvantaged

groups. They can help meet the needs of individual learners and effectively promote gender

equality and incentivize innovative pedagogical, didactical and methodological approaches

(UNESCO, 2019 p. 5).

Regarding the question of how OER might be used, we can turn to David Wiley’s 5r’s

(2014) which outlines the advantages of using? OER:

• Retain – make, own, and control a copy of the resource (e.g., download and keep your

own copy);

• Revise – edit, adapt, and modify your copy of the resource (e.g., translate into another

language);

• Remix – combine your original or revised copy of the resource with other existing

material to create something new (e.g., make a mashup);

• Reuse – use your original, revised, or remixed copy of the resource publicly (e.g., on a

website, in a presentation, in a class);

• Redistribute – share copies of your original, revised, or remixed copy of the resource

with others (e.g., post a copy online or give one to a friend).

In this respect, OER is not inclusive by design, but instead offers numerous potential to

create more inclusive learning arrangements. The following sections show how OER can be

made inclusive and its benefits for inclusive learning.

The benefits of inclusive OER for teaching in diverse learning groups

School contexts are characterised to a large extent by local circumstances such as

curricula and languages, and yet overlap considerably in terms of content. Numerous

OER initiatives therefore tend to operate at a national level (such as NDLA.no in Norway,

Mundo.Schule in Germany). Cross-national search engines for OER, such as OERSI, are still

in their infancy and do not yet take into account the requirements of inclusive education.

In inclusive education, the development and adaptation of materials to the needs of

pupils has a long tradition. However, due to copyright issues, teachers usually keep their

materials to themselves, with the result that they must start from the beginning each time.

With OER, teachers can build on the materials developed by others, and save a lot of time.
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Beyond the time issue, there are further reasons why OER should be used and self-created

materials should be shared under a free licence.

One aspect is the understanding that there is no “one material to suit all” and there is no

one material that is perfectly accessible to all pupils. The particular learning requirements

at different levels means that the content must be constantly adapted either for a class or

individual students. Therefore, publishing material as OER, under free licences and as free

formats, allows other teachers and educators to adapt the material to their learners’ specific

needs and to their technological setup.

The new AI developments make it possible to adapt materials at an even faster rate

and according to the needs of the learning group. For example, ChatGPT as a generative

language model can generate texts in different language levels (e.g. also in easy/simple

language). The use of generative AI for text simplification/differentiation can also help with

materials that are under Creative Commons license (especially cc-0) and do not prohibit

editing with AI due to copyright.

As will be further discussed below, digital formats also allow us to address the question

of representation more easily. Unlike traditional textbooks, digital space is not subject to

any significant space restrictions. This “more of space” in digital space can be used to

include a “more diverse perspectives” (e.g., by involving people with different backgrounds

in the development of content and how this content is represented). Because digital space

offers this low threshold for the representation of diversity, OER should take the opportunity

and benefit from it in both the production and design of material.

Another aspect that contributes to increased accessibility is the free usability of OER.

Learners and teachers all over the world can use materials without requesting permission

and without paying licence fees. This contributes to a democratisation of educational

processes, as access to the material does not depend on the financial resources of the

country, school, teacher, parents, or learners.

Many students in inclusive schools benefit from a variety of representations. This can

be achieved by using images, videos, audios or real life objects. Obtaining appropriate

and illustrative material is often a particular challenge for teachers. As videos and graphic

material are even more complex and expensive to develop, it is more worthwhile to share

illustrative content with others. With the proliferation of smartphones, laptops and digital

cameras, teachers have access to digital content production tools. In this case, production

quality is not necessarily the first priority. Appealing content, a vivid presentation and a

reference to the reality of the students’ lives can make a video attractive for students

(Müller, 2019, p. 51).

Creating (more) inclusive OER

While dealing with licences is a rather dry topic for teachers, it is necessary to understand

the restrictions and possibilities associated with a licence or a material. There is a wide
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range of Creative Commons licences available to inform end users about the legal rights

they have for a resource.

The modular system makes it possible to define exactly how materials may be used, for

example:

• Attribution (cc-by): you are obliged to mention the name of the author, in the form he/

she wishes;

• No commercial use (nc): you may only use the content in non-commercial contexts;

• No derivative works (nd): you may not create derivative works of the material;

• Using the same licence (share alike- sa): you may only distribute the material under the

same licence.

Due to their extensive openness, two licence models are particularly suitable for schools:

the cc-by licence and the cc-0 licence. To ensure maximum adaptability, teachers can

make their materials as open as possible, so others can build on them without issues.

For example, using a cc-0-licence (which creates no requirements) instead of cc-by (which

requires the name and other information), maybe a better option?.

To create materials that are meaningfully editable, the ALMS-Framework (Hilton et.al.,

2010) may be useful:

• Access to Editing Tools: use formats that do not require expensive specialised

software for editing (instead of PDF use HTML, OpenOffice formats);

• Level of Expertise Required: use simple tools that are widely available and do not

require 100 hours of training;

• Meaningfully Editable: avoid scanned text in protected PDFs and use editable format;

• Self-Sourced: hand over source files so that editing is possible and not just closed final

products.

Another dimension of accessibility is to ensure that materials are easy to find. Using

platforms that are more broadly used, for example, like YouTube, Spotify, Apple or Google

Podcasts or (country) specific OER repositories, and to simultaneously provide them

through portals that offer secure data privacy is preferable over country specific Learning

Management Systems for example.

Inclusive OER may provide more clarity by adding additional channels with the same

information, i.e., to provide text and audio, images, video (cf. Mayer’s theory above). This

includes offering descriptive alt texts to visuals and spoken text as well as adding

alternative texts to graphics. To create more inclusive OER, NDLA aims to keep the end

users in mind, for example by using fictitious descriptions of potential students (in Design

Thinking terms so-called personas), which target the interests and needs of a diverse group

of learners (Müller, 2021). For the educational context, it is important to keep in mind
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both the needs of the learners as well as those of the gatekeepers (teachers, kindergarten

teachers), in deciding which materials should be used in the school/kindergarten.

Therefore, openness to pedagogical approaches, is a key factor for decisions on the use of

OER in educational institutions.

A German example of inclusive OER is the website: Wort.Schule (https://wort.schule/),

a free OER dictionary for learners which also provides cc-0 graphics that can be used for

various other purposes without the need for attribution. The images aim to reflect a diverse

group of people and are based on feedback from educators and learners. The images also

allow learners from different backgrounds to identify with the material and at the same time

sensitise all learners to the range of diversity. Furthermore the images make the platform

more accessible for students who may benefit from a visual representation of words. As the

source code and images are under a free licence, other countries can build on the material

and do not have to develop it from scratch.

Common concerns of OER novices

In connection with publishing one’s own materials as OER, some practitioners frequently

express concerns.

“What if someone sells the material?”

If the material is published under a free licence (cc-by, cc-0), it is theoretically possible to

sell it. To minimise this risk, you can include the website where the material can be found

in the attribution. Since attribution is obligatory, all users are informed that the material is

available free of charge. A positive aspect of commercial distribution is that buyers can

use the material and thus implement your ideas as a guide to? good teaching. Offering the

material for free can increase its use, whereas the use of restrictive licences (e.g., non-

commercial) can cause uncertainties (e.g., regarding cooperation with printing companies,

use in private schools) making it’s use less likely.

“I don’t want colleagues to shine with the material I have created!”

There may be instances where colleagues copy the information and and take advantage

of others’ creativity. Changing your perspective on this may help: imagine the students

who will benefit from the material you created, and not just those in your own classroom.

Furthermore, if colleagues choose your material to teach, they have clearly acknowledged,

and recognised, your work?!

“Well, but this material is not good enough!”

This could indeed be the case, but also implies the potential for collaborative

development inherent in the concept of OER. OER is not about publishing the perfect

material, but instead is about allowing others to use good material, and develop it further. If

the development of OER is integrated into the context of projects or institutions, extended

quality assurance mechanisms can also be implemented. NDLA distinguishes between

subject quality, production quality, technical quality, quality from the user perspective and
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pedagogical quality (Müller, 2019, p. 49). The didactic quality of the material is the

responsibility of the creators. For the production quality, however, it makes sense to have

external support for graphics, video editing, etc. The technical quality depends in part on the

form of distribution. The quality from the user’s point of view requires feedback from pupils

and teachers, which can then form the basis for further development. Pedagogical quality

relates on the one hand to fundamental pedagogical issues, such as treating learners with

respect and appreciation, but also to the openness to different pedagogical approaches,

which can ensure that the material can be used in a variety of contexts.

Creating a culture of sharing

There are different pathways to accessing more materials that include the right to adapt

to the needs of students and to redistribute within and beyond the community of practice.

These include the development of materials on behalf of governmental platforms (e.g.,

by specifically paid teachers and/or external companies), but also the development of

materials by teachers.

The core concern is to build on the work and effort that teachers bring to the development

of materials and to motivate them to share their materials. The aim is to avoid reinventing

the wheel and to have access to, and adapt, existing ideas and materials. Different

approaches exist that can motivate and support teachers with publishing materials. One

approach is through the collaborative development of materials in groups. These groups

can be formed within a school or through teams of motivated teachers from schools with

similar starting points.

Practical Considerations

This section of the chapter is about teaching with (digital) media in inclusive settings.

We mentioned it at the beginning of this chapter, but as it is important, so it is worth

emphasising. Digital media, or media in general, must be implemented in teaching

scenarios in a meaningful way, so that using the media does not become a means in itself,

but rather needs to be based on didactically and methodologically sound decisions that

allow all learners to benefit from their use.

With this in mind we offer a way forward to put using digital and media in general in

inclusive classrooms to practise. We address the digital divide, the needs of learners, the

textbook as a specific case in point for widespread media, scaffolding through media,

accessibility of media, parents and the potential and limitations of media in inclusive

settings as a conclusion.

The digital divide

The “digital divide” (also known as the digital gap) is a metaphor that was used to describe
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the growing gap between the technological “haves” and the “have nots”, both within a single

country or community, but also between different countries and communities that differ in

technological access. In many countries today, this digital gap has been closed in some

way. Access to digital devices is widespread. In Germany, for example, if you compare

the JIM study from 2020 with the JIM study of 1998, the increases in access to digital

devices and the internet are astonishing. While in 1998, there were significant numbers

of teenagers who *never* accessed the internet, today this number is exceedingly small

(Medienpädagogischer Forschungsverbund Südwest 1998; 2020).

At the same time, there are differences in quality and reliability of devices and

infrastructure access, for example, Kevin might have a hand-me-down smartphone with a

cracked screen and limited battery life, while Celine might have the newest laptop with

lots of useful software. Kevin might be able to access the internet through a limited data

plan, or through public WiFIat the library, while Celine might have reliable WiFi at home,

as well as a working printer, in case the teacher wants the homework on paper. Also,

while the concept of the “digital native” (Prensky, 2001) initially suggested that by just

being born in the right generation (originally: 1980 or later), an individual would develop

a more intuitive grasp of digital technology, whereas in fact, young people today differ

very much in their Information and Communication Technology (ICT) skills. Let us imagine

two students, Justus and Charlotte. Both use YouTube. Justus watches music videos on

YouTube. Charlotte has her own channel, which she uses to upload “shopping haul” videos

and reviews of cosmetics, advent calendars, and snack food. Both might say that they

spend their free time on YouTube, but their skill sets will be very different. The International

Computer and Information Literacy Study(ICILS) (Fraillon et al., 2018) looked at the ICT

skills of teenagers and found that, a high number of teenagers struggle with basic tasks,

such as deciding where to put a header, or how to crop an image, while there other students

who are highly computer literate? And demonstrate high levels of ICT skills.

In summary, the goal is getting to know your learners really well and, based on this

knowledge, providing them with access to appropriate media and materials and a path to

acquiring the skills needed to critically use, navigate, and possibly transform the media and

materials in order that meaningful learning can be achieved.

The learners and their media needs

When designing materials for learners, we need to pay attention to who they are as learners.

This includes understanding the languages they speak, their competencies, their interests,

and their way of accessing and processing information. Let us unpack this. The learners,

their needs and learning objectives should form the basis of incorporating media and

materials. Schools and especially teachers should carefully preselect the appropriate

technology and plan its implementation so that the current learning and teaching is

enhanced in a way that benefits all of the learners. It should simultaneously foster the
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necessary skills that develop critical thinkers in this age where the digital world is

constantly evolving. Even if students are equipped with skills that enable them to explore

the (digital) media environment in such a way that strengthens their engagement in the task

and ultimately their learning, we need to make sure that the teaching objectives take centre

stage. Ultimately, the goal is that the use of multimedia should allow learners to act with as

much autonomy as their competencies will allow, so as to support their development into

critical thinkers.

Despite the constant emphasis on autonomy and individualisation in this section, a word

of caution is necessary. We need to ensure that we do not only simply address students’

needs and adapt learning to what they are comfortable with. This may miss the opportunity

of them learning something new, of challenging them to move beyond their comfort zones

and take risks. Learner autonomy is always to be encouraged? However, humans are social

beings, and learning is a social process. Quoting Barbara Schmenk, we do not want to

produce learners who, similar to autonomous cars, operate according to a pre-coded plan

and only do what is within their programming (Schmenk, 2018, pp. 18-19).

In addition, digital competencies play an important role. As stated earlier, owning a fancy

laptop or tablet does not mean that one knows how to use it to its fullest potential. Before

requiring specific outputs from learners, teachers need to determine how effective and

efficient learners are with regard to the use of their devices. Depending on the experiences

of learners, the skills required for different tasks may vary across the classroom. As is true

for any other teaching scenario, and if needed, additional support may be warranted for

individual learners.

Inclusive representation in media and materials

One of the most important media types in the classroom today is the textbook and this

deserves some extra attention as it impacts not only on what teachers do in classrooms,

but also the learning gained from looking at textbooks, may also apply to other kinds of

media used in education. Some authors have even argued that the textbook has more

impact on day-to-day teaching than the official curriculum (Schmelter, 2011; Vielau, 2005).

As the textbook is so important, it is essential that teachers have the skills to read textbooks

critically, so they can decide what to use or not use, and where they need to add

supplementary material. This is especially paramount in inclusive settings. As current

research has shown, there are major deficits in textbooks regarding the visual

representation of diversity (Alter & Köfler, 2021; Sunderland, 2019). In many textbooks,

LGBTQIA+ characters are not appropriately represented (Bittner, 2011; Moore, 2020).

Similarly, there are very few characters with visible disabilities, and even fewer with invisible

disabilities (Alter, König & Merse, 2021). Even if they are visually represented, very often they

lack agency and voice, and are mostly depicted as illustrations and decorations (Alter &

Köfler, 2021; Alter, König & Merse, 2021) or in stereotypical contexts (Alter, 2021). This also

1132 | (DIGITAL) MEDIA AND MATERIALS FOR LEARNING



applies the methods and social settings which these textbooks prescribe. Unfortunately,

other media are also at fault here? .

Additionally, the rise of AI-generated content in educational materials has introduced

new concerns regarding diversity. Research has shown that AI models, such as text-to-

image generation models, often amplify stereotypes, even when explicitly countered in the

prompts. Studies have demonstrated that common AI-generated images often perpetuate

stereotypical racial, gender, and social roles, by primarily associating certain professions

or attributes (like software developers) with white males, or by depicting poverty through

darker skin tones (Bianchi et al., 2023). This creates a challenge for inclusivity in

educational content, as AI-generated images may inadvertently reinforce societal biases,

making it critical for educators to assess not only traditional media but also AI-generated

materials to ensure they represent diverse and equitable perspectives (Bianchi et al., 2023).

Why is this important? Let us take disability as an example of diversity. Jensen,

Herrebrøden and Andreassen (2021) contend that there are five arguments why

representation of disability in textbooks – and, by extension, in other media – is important:

• “Pupils must be able to recognise themselves in their learning materials”;

• Representation “might positively influence their self-image and motivation”;

• Representation can “influence peer attitudes”;

• Representation can “contribute to both understanding and breaking down prejudices;

• Representation can “diminish the stigmatisation of people with disabilities” (Jensen,

Herrebrøden & Andreassen, 2021).

It can also be argued that representation can help to reduce epistemic injustice. As Legault,

Bourdon and Poirier (2020) explain in the context of a paper on marginalisation of

neurodivergent people:

Epistemic injustices are situations where persons who do not belong to a dominant social

group are denied (or simply not offered) access to or participation in the shared epistemic

resources. The various concepts and knowledge base available do not represent their lived

experience (hermeneutic injustice), and their testimony is given less weight to shape the

collective epistemic resources (testimonial injustice). (Legault, Bourdon & Poirier, 2021, p.

12854).

To state this more simply: When people do not have full and equal access to the

discourses in and beyond the classroom, their experiences are not recognized, and others

cannot learn from their experiences. High-quality representation of different perspectives

can change this.

Representation can further contribute to what Kumashiro calls “Education about the

Other” (Kumashiro, 2000, pp. 31-35), which focuses on teaching students about the

experiences and needs of marginalised individuals, while also potentially contributing to

an “Education for the Other”, where an “affirming space where Otherness […] is embraced,
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where ‘normalcy’ […] is not presumed, where students will have an audience for their

Othered voice(s), and where the Other will have role models” (Kumashiro, 2000, p. 28).

What can we do to improve representation?

In general, it is much easier for teachers to manipulate what the textbooks offer because

they can simply tweak partner tasks by instructing their learners to “work alone, with a

partner, or in a small group”. This way, students with different needs and preferences can

focus on the task at hand in the manner that they prefer. This is particularly important

in settings in which the textbook is not accessible to all learners so that the teacher has

to adjust it to ensure full inclusion. If needs be, the font should be able to be enlarged

either digitally or through the use of assistive technology. For other learners, having books

available in audio format is important for their participation in the classroom learning

activities (cf. section 5.2).

In his book on representation in language teaching, Seburn suggests two approaches

that teachers can use to increase representation: the utilisation approach and the disruptive

approach. The utilisation approach is as follows:

One approach to creating more representation is to do so without highlighting the

‘specialness’ (or ‘strangeness’ rather) of individuals from marginalised groups and to spread

their narratives alongside all others with regular frequency. When doing so through visuals,

audio, and text, we increase exposure to a variety of members from these groups and a

variety of voices. Here, we aim for everyone’s identity to be ‘usual’ within a society. More

clearly, the aim with this is not to highlight the specific characteristics of individuals within

these groups as part of the target language lesson itself. Instead, the focus is on the

linguistic aspects of the materials and on the lexical or grammatical situation (Seburn,

2021, p. 110).

This approach is fairly easy to implement, also in other subjects: Go through your

materials and see whether, for example, the people in your worksheets have different body

types and skin colours, the speakers in your videos speak different varieties of the language,

that people of different genders are visible and voiced throughout, and that all kinds of

families and relationships appear in the stories you read. Even so, this approach carries

with it the risk of ignoring the actual experiences of marginalised groups and making them

appear indistinguishable from the experiences of non-marginalised groups.

This is not the case with the disruptive approach, which highlights “particular

characteristics and experiences of marginalised individuals to help learners make

connections to themselves, question things we may take for granted, and suggest

improvements to some of these things” (Seburn, 2021, p. 117). Instead of just having

pictures of both straight and queer couples in a worksheet on “consent” (as you would

with the utilisation approach), for example, you actually dig deep into how marginalisation

happens, and what can be done to counter it.
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One way to increase representation is to include stories about communities written by

people from within these communities. These are a few recommendations to get you

started:

Fritsch, K., McGuire, A., & Trejos, E. (2021). We move together. AK PR Inc.

A fantastic picture book on disability justice written by disabled authors, and featuring a diverse cast
of characters. Supplementary material such as picture descriptions, ASL subtitling, etc. is available.

Sidney, R. (2015). Nelson beats the odds. Creative Medicine.
A graphic novel that tells the story of a teenager with ADHD, and his experiences in high school.

The author has ADHD, too, and drew on his own life experiences.
Johnson, C. G. (2019). The breakaways (First edition). First Second.
This graphic novel about soccer and friendship features a diverse cast of characters, including a

trans main character. The author is genderqueer herself.
Oseman, A. (2020). Loveless. HarperCollins children’s books. HarperCollins.
An avid theatre fan realizes, in her first year at uni, that she is aro-ace (aromantic asexual). By the

(asexual) author who is best known for her graphic novel series “Heartstopper”, also adapted as tv
series.

McNicoll, E. (2020). A kind of spark. Knight Of Media.
An autistic teenager gets angry that the women who were murdered as witches – just because

they were different – seem to be forgotten in her hometown. She needs to get support from across
her community – and her family – to change this. The book has also been adapted into a tv series,
featuring autistic actors in autistic roles. The author, McNicoll, is autistic and has written a range of
books that feature neurodivergent characters.

The sheer wealth of different kinds of media and material and the affordances this provides

to create beneficial teaching and learning scenarios for all learners can be a huge

advantage for teachers, but also a challenge. While they have media and material at their

disposal with which they can address all learners, they need to make sure that they still

have clear and transparent objectives in mind and do not implement media and material

for their own sake. As we said earlier, if an app is not systematically contextualised in

educational settings, we may entertain students but also miss the chance to actually foster

the competencies we had in mind. Of course, we can play around with BeeBots and amuse

ourselves with the way in which they run around the classroom, but even in such playful

learning scenarios we should focus on meaningful play and playful learning. Thus, BeeBots

can lead to combining coding competencies with giving directions in different languages or

understanding the geographic coordinate system.

Using media to scaffold learning

Scaffolding refers to providing systematic support for learners that help them solve tasks

(Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976). As a metaphor, it implies that in order to solve a task, learners

may need assistance with specific steps in solving a task independently. When teachers

recognise that students have difficulty continuing with a task, they may prompt them with

hints and advice on how to continue. Once the learners are on track again, the teacher

can move away and let them continue by themselves. “Scaffolding is actually a bridge

used to build upon what students already know to arrive at something they do not know. If

scaffolding is properly administered, it will act as an enabler” (Benson, 1997, p. 28).
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As such, the concept can be linked to Vygotsky’s idea of the Zone of Proximal

Development (1930). In a nutshell, it describes the distance between what students can

do independently to what they cannot do yet. Within these zones, others can provide

support so that learners can navigate this zone and develop competencies to reach a

higher level from which they can explore the next stage. Scaffolding can be pre-planned

or spontaneous. Pre-planned scaffolding refers to creating help sheets for learners in

advance. Here, the teacher anticipates where they may have difficulties solving a task

and thinks about ways to support them, for example by offering further content, advising

them where to find information themselves, or giving hints on certain methods that can be

helpful. This often appears in the contexts of free teaching and learning, such as in projects

or working at stations. Spontaneous scaffolding is provided when a teacher recognizes

that students get stuck while working on a task. It can also be provided by other learners.

Scaffolding does not provide answers but helps learners through their zone of proximal

development, so basically it guides them from the things they can do to the things they

cannot yet do.

There are many tools teachers can use for scaffolding. One commercially available

product is “qr Lernhilfen” (https://qr-lernhilfen.de/). It allows teachers to include QR codes

on teaching material such as printed worksheets and allows students to individually scan

and use these. Following these codes, students can find levelled or graduated support.

A student who needs just a little bit of help can read the first hint, and students who

need more help can open additional hints. As the help is available directly on the material

itself, students do not need to wait for the teacher’s feedback when they just need a quick

reminder of a mathematical formula or a grammar construction, for example. The teacher,

in turn, has more time to carefully observe student progress and to help students who need

in-person support.

Adaptivity is a special case of scaffolding. Adaptivity means that a program or app

responds to the current level of understanding demonstrated by a learner. The technology

is able to track learners’ progress and to manipulate the content it offers. For example,

adaptive vocabulary learning means that the program spends less time on things the

learner has already mastered, and more time on things the learner is still working on.

Hypertextuality is another example of adapting texts to make them more accessible. In

these texts, specific content is connected to further content. For example, a text that

mentions Mozart’s opera Mitridate, re di Ponto (1770), directly links this to an audio file that

learners can individually access if they like to listen to it, a text on Caspar David Friedrich’s

paintings is linked to the paintings to see. If the text is enriched with links and connections

to other hypertexts, the students will have the opportunity to navigate a plurality of different

means to learn and develop a complex understanding of content. A good example for this

would be digital glosses, which can support learners reading texts, but may also increase

the cognitive load (for meta-analyses with a focus on language learning, see Abraham,

2008; Yun, 2011). In order for this to be practical, we need multimedia and hybrid settings to
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actually provide pragmatic access to technology in the first place. Certainly, these need to

be connected to clear tasks and instructions because hybridity can also be distracting and

students may get lost in the wealth of information they find.

As we indicated before, teachers’ competencies are central here as well. Independent of

whether the material they use is analog or digital, they need to be able to guide students on

their path to achieving the teaching and learning objectives they follow. No technology can

substitute a sound methodology and beneficial planning and replace teaching. Certainly,

these competencies need to match inclusive classrooms which are often considered to be

very complex.

Accessibility of media and materials

As described above, a universal design in media is helpful for learners not only with

different dis/abilities but also people of different ages, social and cultural backgrounds,

different language skills and digital competencies or using different devices. It is therefore

less about creating accessibility for individual groups than about a holistic approach that

benefits all users. Nevertheless, adaptations for individual learners may be necessary.

One means would be to put content into easy or simplified language, or in general to

adapt the language that we use so that it is easy to understand. Certainly, this is a whole

science in itself, but elements such as short sentences or avoiding collections of sub-

clauses can already make a difference to some learners. Some students may also find the

material more accessible when key terms are given in other languages (especially their first

language).

Easy-to-understand language

Adapting one’s language to the people one speaks to often comes rather naturally. The way you
address your neighbour might differ from how you address your grandfather, which might differ from
how you would talk to a customer, a toddler, or the King of England. We adapt to our audiences in the
way we speak, sign or write. Even though, there are some approaches to communication that are a
bit more formalised.

• Easy English (in German: Einfache Sprache) follows strict rules. For example, it uses short
sentences, and short, common words, and it puts images with every sentence or paragraph.

Texts in easy English can be more accessible for many people who find it very difficult to read
other kinds of texts. This can include people with intellectual disabilities, people who struggle

with reading, or people who are still learning the language. Everybody can learn to write in easy
English, but it is common that before texts are published, people with intellectual disabilities

check these to make sure that they are indeed easy to understand.
• Plain English (in German: leichte Sprache) is also designed to be easy to understand. But, unlike

Easy English (Einfache Sprache), there are no strict rules for how to write. You avoid long,
complicated sentences and obscure, low-frequency words. You make sure you are clear in what

you write. This kind of writing is helpful for all kinds of people.

Following standards such as the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines is essential for the

creation of digital materials. These include a clear structuring through headings, sufficient

contrasts, sensibly labelled links (in other words: actual descriptions of where a link leads
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to, instead of “link/”here”), the size of buttons for motorised usability (also on mobile

devices), easy-to-understand language, glossaries and lists of abbreviations, and

visualisations via images and videos. Further options include:

• Alternative texts to illustrations and visuals are beneficial for people with impaired

vision; these have also proved helpful for some neurodiverse users;

• Multiple ways to navigate, for example not just one way of swiping on the tablet, but

voice control, if necessary, helps users with motoric limitations;

• Subtitles in videos (especially in foreign languages), and adjustable speed of audio or

video also improve the accessibility of content;

• For content that is used over a long period of time, it can also be useful to offer it as

sign language videos;

• Tools such as Immersive Reader can be very helpful for learners with dyslexia and

dysgraphia. These hide distracting pop-ups and buttons and only show what is

necessary to read the text;

• Read Aloud is another tool that allows you to listen to web pages, there are grammar

tools that allow you to highlight all the nouns, all the verbs etc.

Another means is to offer multimodal support, as we outlined earlier, is by giving students

verbal text on the water cycle and also illustrating, or letting them build, the water cycle

with building blocks. It is paramount that teachers are aware how their learners benefit from

these considerations.

Selection of media

Many points need to be considered when selecting media for the classroom:

• Multimedia and multimodal texts are typically beneficial because they combine

different modes and codes to transport information. It is important, though, that these

remain accessible for learners who cannot use all modes and codes included (e.g., by

providing subtitling or picture descriptions);

• When we think of a picturebook, for example, we can read the verbal text but also look

at the pictures and read the visual text. Learners can refer to the mode that is more

accessible to them to understand the story. But then there are picturebooks in which

both modes contradict each other, and these are then not as useful because learners

who read the visual text get different information than those who read the verbal text

(cf. Nikolajeva & Scott, 2000);

• In general, however, it is important that educators vary the modes and codes they

bring into classrooms and offer visual, audio, audiovisual, and also kinaesthetic

representations of content to allow everyone to benefit;

• Also a combination is important: audiovisual material connected with written text,
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using other forms than oral and written methods of explanation, watching videos

instead of reading a text, listening to music, and again, carrying out multimedia

exercises.

(If you would want to know more about the use of accessible media and materials in

the classroom, please consult the chapter, Accesible Media and Materials:

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GwCJdStzkV60JWXwJe6HOAq4acjz6ir2/edit)

The Role of parents and guardians as related to media

The homes our learners come from are just as diverse as the learners themselves. We

need to be aware that learners are influenced by what they experience at home, or read/

listen through the media. Home experiences as related to media should be taken into

account when considering the compatibility with the situation that learners may experience

at school. A media-rich home environment has been shown to enhance learning. A study by

Bonanati and Buhl (2022) shows that different aspects of the home learning environment

concerning digital media influence the efficacy of the child’s ICT experience. Aspects such

as the positive attitudes of parents toward media and activities such as shared internet

searches, for example, contribute positively to the child’s efficacy. Consider the converse

for children where there may be a lack of positive media experiences in the home learning

environment and how they may struggle at school when these materials are unfamiliar to

them. This brings us to the digital divide and how we can go about bridging the gap.

Let’s discuss the issues surrounding the use of “acceptable/unacceptable” media. An

example is given of a parent who bought Harry Potter books which everyone in the house

could read including their 6th-grade child. When the child went to school on Readathon Day

dressed as Harry Potter with one of the books to be discussed in the classroom, he was

told by his teacher that this book was unacceptable as wizards and magic was unchristian-

like and that the school was a Christian school. After determining that the teacher had not

read any Harry Potter books, the parent asked the teacher to read one to see if she still

harboured the same opinion. This may be an extreme (but true) example and most times it

is the teacher who is in the position of challenging parents to broaden their child’s horizons

beyond what parents may feel comfortable with, and not the other way around. Thus, it is

the responsibility of parents, guardians and teachers alike to minimise the tension between

home and school and to do so in amicable ways for the sake of the learner. Analogue or

digital media as one such aspect is no exception.

One means of avoiding this would be to invite caretakers to be on board by being

transparent regarding media, methods, content and teaching objectives that are pursued in

the classroom. Where needed, workshops can be arranged that include guidelines on how

parents and guardians can support their children at home. In their study, Osorio-Saez and

colleagues (2021) found that two things can positively impact parents’ involvement in the
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learning process of their children. Firstly, by schools providing or suggesting well-structured

media tools and secondly, when parents see that other people around them are on board

(”group norm”). On the other hand, if parents find the tools used to be too challenging, they

are more likely to withdraw their engagement.

Teachers should also encourage parents and guardians who have the skills to use media

in innovative ways to volunteer to work with the class or the school on special projects.

Why not invite tech savvy parents or guardians as experts to conduct teacher development

workshops? This may enhance the view and opinion critical parents may have regarding

learning through innovative media.

Potential and limitations of (digital) media in inclusive settings

Despite the multitude of options, we should also be aware of certain challenges that are

involved in using specific media and material. As teachers, we should not use technology

for its own sake, but rather explore the advantages of our teaching objectives? A specific

piece of technology can be of great benefit for some learners, but not for all. To some,

the light from screens can already be a distracting issue, for others pop-ups and the many

buttons one finds on a webpage can be distracting. Here, we can make use of adaptable

settings that technology provides. Immersive Reader, for instance, allows you to hide pop-

ups and buttons, and limit web pages to only show what is necessary to understand a text.

This can be very helpful for students with dyslexia. Read Aloud is a tool that automatically

reads out written text and can support students in their own reading processing. Grammar

tools allow you to highlight all the nouns or verbs in a text which can make it easier

for readers to navigate and understand a text. So, next to the multimodality that modern

technology provides, such forms of manipulating resources or adapting them to individual

needs can be very beneficial.

We should also keep in mind that learning is usually considered to be an interactive

process. We should try to implement collaborative and cooperative settings and invite

learners to solve tasks by communicating, discussing, and engaging with one another and

the content. Even so, when we think of inclusive classrooms, we may need to relativise

this assumption. There are some students for whom interacting with others is actually a

huge challenge. They may have to use so much energy into managing and navigating these

interactive settings that it is then lacking for actually solving a task. As emphasised above,

choice can be a solution here. Instead of having all students work in the same setting,

teachers can leave this open and suggest to students to work by themselves, in a pair or

small group. Simultaneously, we indicated that we should not limit learners to their needs

but also encourage them to try something new and move a little outside of their comfort

zone. So here, think-pair-share can be a good idea because it allows learners to first think

for themselves and prepare the pairing and sharing not only content-wise but also regarding

the coming social interaction.
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Finally, although this may have changed with the experience of distance teaching and

learning, dealing with technology can be a challenge as well. We certainly need to ensure

that everyone involved in teaching and learning, the teachers, learners, and also parents

and guardians, are familiar with using the media and materials that are introduced in

educational settings. Having a rough idea of how media works and its educational potential,

benefits both teachers and learners. This may not necessarily be at the level of knowledge

regarding the cable connections of boards and chips, but being up to date regarding apps,

programmes, and software can be useful, particularly in terms of inclusive classrooms.

When looking for apps, for example, we may still have some kind of average student in

mind, but there are numerous programmes that specifically cater for inclusive settings as

well. This can be compared with selecting literature, for instance, about ten years ago, very

few teachers may have considered diversity in the selection of the literature they bring into

classrooms. Now, however, with the growing public presence and awareness of diversity,

literature that addresses diversity has moved front and centre. This awareness should be

extended to the affordances of technology as well.

Recent and upcoming AI tools can also help pupils on an individual level to overcome

barriers to learning and support personalised learning processes. They also offer potential

for use in the classroom, for example by supporting creative media productions and

presentations. For teachers, AI tools facilitate school diagnostics and lesson organisation.

At a societal level, AI can contribute to media literacy and participation by teaching pupils

how to deal with the risks and challenges of technology.

Local contexts

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

From the analysis conducted in the various sections of this contribution, some key aspects

emerge:

1. Media is now a fundamental part of society and, for this reason, it is the teacher’s task

to foster digital competencies in all of their learners.

2. Digital media, according to the various dimensions presented here, can be meaningful

to develop critical digital competences which address a critical approach to how media

can manipulate users, but also productive competences such as critical thinking,

problem solving, researching information and distinguishing reliable from unreliable
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information. The aim is to create a teaching-learning environment in which all learners

acquire the skills that are meaningful beyond school.

3. Digital media can be an inclusive tool if it succeeds in involving all students in the

learning process and if it becomes a tool for making contents more accessible by

providing different ways to access information.

4. Media, therefore, can generate inclusive environments of learning and growth for all.

In order to process the content provided in this chapter: Choose a certain type of media you

use in the classroom. Think about how the design of it impacts its accessibility for different

learners. Look at things such as readability, accessibility for blind students, costs,

representation, and others.

Consider the notion of “accessibility friction”: The fact that some design features can make

something more accessible for some, but less accessible for others. Do you know any

examples? How can you, as teacher, deal with such friction?
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INCLUSIVE BOOKS AND LEARNING
MATERIALS

Tracy Fletcher; Laura Torres Zúñiga; and Lisa Johansson

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=383#oembed-1

Example Case

In an upper secondary school classroom in Sweden, the teacher had taught the mandatory

course in History for a couple of years and the main resource used in the teaching was

a textbook which was written specifically for the Swedish context and with the Swedish

curriculum in mind. Even if additional resources were used in the course, the main themes

of the textbook were used as the basis for planning and structuring the course since they

covered the main objectives as they are presented in the Swedish curriculum for upper

secondary school.

The teacher decided to investigate the representation of diversity together with the students

as part of the teaching, so they decided to do a revision of the textbook in that they focused

on the representation of gender diversity in images in the book. The teacher and the students

decided that they would count the images in order to detect how many images of non-binary

people, women and men are depicted in the book. To do so, the students labelled and counted

each image which was found in the book according to the labels: image containing one/

several non-binary people, image containing one/several female people, image containing

one/several male people, image containing one/several non-binary, female and male people,

and image without people. The results showed that there were no images found in the book

which depicted non-binary people. Also, there were very few images which portrayed both

women and men in the same picture. Furthermore, the vast majority of the images portrayed
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men whereas less than a quarter of all images were images which depicted one or several

women.

This exercise allowed the students and the teacher to see the inequality of representation of

gender in that particular textbook. The students not only developed their visual and critical

literacies but also worked on other cross-curricular contents, such as the mathematical

competence needed to calculate percentages. Since this was the textbook that was used

throughout the course, this enabled the students and the teacher to reflect on and suggest

what additional material would be needed within this course to present a greater diversity

of voices. Also, the results served as a starting point for discussing why there were more

pictures of one particular gender represented. Subsequent questions such as “what parts

of our history are we generally focusing on in teaching?” and “who decides what areas

are selected?” enabled the students to approach the subject of History with a more critical

perspective rather than accepting this single perspective on history or narrative. Finally, as

this study focused on gender representation exclusively, the students were asked to suggest

further identity markers; in other words, what other variables apart from gender can be taken

into consideration when analysing images? The next step could therefore be to do a similar

study which considers, for example, the representation of ethnicity to further reveal whose

voices and stories are told.

who, Institution, Country

Initial questions

In this chapter, you will find answers to the following questions:

• What is meant by diversity in books and learning materials?

• Why is it important to consider diversity?

• How can we approach diversity and the notion of giving fair representation in our

teaching and learning materials?

Introduction to Topic

Books and learning materials are vital didactic tools for your teaching. As a teacher, you
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may have access to an array of resources, depending on your subject, age group, budget

and where you are in the world, or you may have very little variety of materials at your

disposal. What you need to think about is how these materials can help you engage

students with your subject and increase levels of student achievement, and what you need

to do for this to happen. Also, bear in mind that learning is a process and not simply the

transfer of information from the teacher to the student. It is, therefore, worthwhile spending

time, and paying attention to, the content of your materials and how it is represented and

consider the implications of your choices. Classrooms are changing and becoming more

multicultural and diverse, and this is something we must be aware of because, we as

teachers, have a commitment to support all learners.

Maybe you are already familiar with the Ted Talk “The danger of a single story,” by

Chimamanda Ngozi brug (2009). In this talk, Adichie discusses the idea that we need a wide

variety of telling’s of people’s stories to give a realistic and authentic portrayal of society.

The classroom is a representation of said society, where pupils from a range of different

backgrounds and identities, meet and interact, in other words, a place of intersectionality.

Like society, the classroom is not homogeneous and, therefore, books and materials should

reflect the diversity that is found in today’s society and schools. That is why, in this chapter,

you will be introduced to the importance of the representation of diversity in books and

learning materials. By this, we refer to books and materials used for general education,

not for specific contexts or needs, and these include textbooks but also literary texts,

illustrations, photographs and images that appear in them, as well as media resources such

as films and websites, etc.

The chapter starts with a description of the concept of the hidden curriculum and the

impact it may have upon our perceptions. Then, we consider the issues that arise from

this impact, such as whose voices are allowed to be heard or represented, and the danger

of othering marginalised minorities and other particular groups. It is our responsibility

as teachers to ensure that we are aware of the biases and prejudices we unconsciously

reproduce in our teaching, especially within the changing educational landscapes. We need

to create a paradigm in which diversity is a sustainable, integral component and not an

occasional activity that is done in order to tick off a list of topics, only to then return to

our usual teaching. We can achieve this by diversifying our teaching material, for example,

exposing students to a multitude of perspectives or to a more diverse literary canon and

thus allowing them to read about people from other backgrounds and inspire them to read

more through which they may increase their empathy with and awareness of others.

The chapter will also provide some guidelines on how to select books whose contents

cater for diversity, how to critically assess the books and learning materials you have or plan

to use in your classroom, and how to approach problematic texts that are obligatory in your

teaching context. Finally, we will present some discussion questions that will enable you

to reflect on these issues in relation to your particular teaching context and provide some

suggestions for further exploration.
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Key aspects

Hidden Curriculum and Othering

The term hidden curriculum, coined by Philip W. Jackson (1968), refers to the social, cultural,

and behavioural messages that are implicit in teaching materials and practices, and that

usually reflect the dominant culture in the context in which the materials are produced,

and the teaching and learning are situated. For example, educational policies that vary

depending on the political party in power will reproduce the latter’s ideological values and

beliefs, and these will seep into the production of curriculum materials. In terms of diversity,

the hidden curriculum is very relevant as political agendas and ideologies also bring with

them preconceived notions on gender, age, religion, sexuality or nationality that inform

the visual and verbal construction of people in learning materials, and that may create,

reproduce or reinforce stereotypes and prejudices (Kamasak et al., 2020).

For example, a study coordinated by UNESCO in 2009 analysed twenty-four mathematics

textbooks used for Primary Education in four French-speaking African countries: Cameroon,

Côte d’Ivoire, Togo and Tunisia (Brugeilles and Cromer, 2009). It revealed that female role

models rarely appeared in those textbooks (21.4% of characters were female in Togo, and

28% in Cameroon, for example) and that “the exclusion of girls becomes more marked

in the course of the curriculum. As learning becomes more complex, female characters

are phased out” (Brugeilles and Cromer, 2009: 33). Consequently, this absence of female

examples in the textbooks offered female pupils little foundation for identification and

projection, and also male pupils could not find role models from the opposite sex. This,

together with the prevalence of male teachers for that subject, favoured that, eventually,

all pupils together with their parents and their teachers developed the understanding that

knowledge, in this case mathematics, was legitimate for the male students only, and did

not address female students. The textbooks thus contributed to perpetuating the traditional

stereotype of ‘maths = male,’ and were unlikely to ever encourage girls interested in learning

mathematics (Brugeilles and Cromer, 2009). Although recent studies have reached more

positive conclusions as to the quantity and quality of female presence in textbooks in other

contexts (Alter, 2019; Demir & Yavuz, 2017), there is still room for improvement in order for

books to achieve a balanced representation, not only of female and male characters, but

also of characters with other markers of identity such as disability, age, or ethnicity (Alter,

2019; Alter & Köffler, 2021; Bulut & Arıkan, 2015; Hawthorne, 2020; Jensen, Herrebrøden &

Andreassen, 2023).

As regards the latter, you can see different ways that othering may occur in the research

done by Liese in 2010 on the representation of the ethnic and cultural “Other” in Primary

textbooks in Germany and Ireland. Despite both countries sharing their cultural diversity

and experiences with immigration, their representation of the “other” in their teaching

materials is approached in opposite ways. The analysed Irish textbooks include a few
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implicit representations of ethnic and cultural diversity that avoid the stereotype and portray

the “other” as an integrated part of Irish society, but they tend to underrepresent the “other”

and do not engage with the challenges or affordances of interculturalism in the society they

depict but seem to shy away from tackling them. On the other hand, German textbooks offer

more numerous and overt references to the ethnic and cultural “other”, with several explicit

examples of xenophobia and prejudice that, without further reflection or criticism on the

students’ part, can nonetheless contribute to creating a “we/they‟ setting and reinforcing

rather than counteracting the stereotype (Liese, 2010: 173).

Another instance is offered by the World Bank’s Executive Summary on Disability and

Inclusion in Latin America and the Caribbean (García Mora et al., 2021: 17), which affirms

that “[t]o have an inclusive education system, for example, countries must strive to change

the mindset of teachers, school staff, parents, and students,” and a way to do so is to

“design a curriculum and learning materials that positively represent persons with

disabilities.” They report, however, that people with disabilities only appear in 83 out of

5,100 images of a selection of 40 official or officially recommended textbooks of history

and language courses in ten Latin American countries studied (and 65 of those 83 images

correspond to only one Ecuadorian textbook). The effect of this invisibility and of

“stereotypical representations of disability in learning materials weakens the sense of

belonging and dignity of learners with disabilities and inhibits the teaching of noncognitive

skills such as tolerance and empathy in the classroom” (García Mora et al., 2021:11). Thus,

although it may not be the explicit aim of the learning materials, they still play a part in the

discrimination against this group of learners.

These examples of the effects of the hidden curriculum show that history, political

ideologies, and traditions can all influence the content of our materials. This can mean

that certain groups of people are not included or represented in learning materials because

they are different and do not fit in with the norms of mainstream society. As a result,

these groups are treated differently and may be discriminated against. In some cases,

they may even be perceived as posing a threat. This is a phenomenon known as othering,

which divides groups of people into us and them. People can be othered due to their race,

sexuality, religion, gender identity, disability, nationality, ethnic background, or other identity

markers. This can lead to isolation, bullying, shaming or abuse. Therefore, even if “it should

be the responsibility of text-book developers and publishers to avoid reflecting the biases

of the real-world and to use textbooks as agents of ‘social reform’” (Goyal & Rose, 2020: 8),

studies such as the World Bank’s, and Brugeilles and Cromer’s prove that there is still a long

way to go, and we as teachers should be aware of the risks of othering and should approach

our materials in a critical way, so that we may not contribute to the perpetuation of such

prejudices and injustices that cause othering.

The opposite of othering is belonging, so it is important that we think about how to make

students feel that they belong, that they are included and valued, and that their differences

are appreciated and celebrated. We should consider how we can incorporate differences in
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a way that encourages a sense of belonging, whilst avoiding othering. We should also be

aware of falling into the trap of believing that when we do include minorities or marginalised

groups, our practices are in fact more than a box ticking exercise. For example, there are

opportunities throughout the school year, such as Black History Month, World Autism Day,

Indigenous People’s Day, etc. which are often used to teach students about, and highlight

awareness of, social injustice and difference. Although this may initially seem positive,

it can still turn into a form of othering, as the way in which we approach difference is

separated from the standard curriculum. We should also be aware of how we display books

in our classrooms or libraries, as to avoid othering and making the subjects appear separate

and not belonging to the main group.

Selecting and Evaluating Books

We should create a diverse canon of literature and materials. For example, with literature

the aim should be to widen the canon of literary texts, not to remove or replace it. One way

to start is by conducting an audit. This involves counting and then analysing the number of

representations of diversity (race, gender, etc.) in your existing materials, for example the

number of texts written by people of colour or the presence of characters from minoritised

groups.

For example, the Teen Services Underground website suggests different ways to do a

diversity audit of your class library or school library (Frencham, 2018). The most basic one

is list checking:

• Conduct an internet search to find ready-made lists of award-winning diverse titles or

titles that are considered canonical within diverse literature, and

• Double check the titles listed to see if your library already has those titles.

Another method is randomised shelf checking:

• Start at the beginning of your book section and count your shelves, leaving a post-it

note on the fifth shelf, then the tenth shelf, then the fifteenth, etc. You don’t have to

count by fives, you can always choose to count by another number if it works better.

• The shelves you have marked with a post-it note will be the ones you are going to audit.

• Look at the books that are on the marked shelves, and make tally marks in a chart, to

represent each diverse title. Then calculate what percentage of the total books on the

shelf appears in the chart: for instance, if the shelf has 30 books and 6 of them have

made it into the chart, it means you have 20% of diverse books.

If you want to be more exhaustive, carry out a thorough check of your entire collection:

download all the titles in your collection onto an Excel document, create a column for each
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diversity category and mark the columns for each individual title. Although the process is

time-consuming, “this will give you an idea of how many books you have in your collection

and overall, how many books you have for each diversity category” (Frencham, 2018).

Using the information gathered from the audit, we can then evaluate how well diversity is

represented by revealing the dominance of particular groups or diversity categories, and the

absence of others. We can also consider the textbooks we use and how diverse the images

or illustrations are, and critically reflect on the consequences that using such examples may

have upon your students and their learner identity. For example: how is gender represented

in scientific, technology or home economics textbooks? How are different ethnic groups

represented in history textbooks? What are the implicit messages that students receive due

to these images? The next section will cover all these aspects.

Finally, if after the audit you realise you need to incorporate new books and materials to

your teaching, be active in your search for these materials by contacting regional or national

educational organisations, activist groups, or local libraries, and by keeping updated on the

recent research in your field. You can find some suggestions and links at the end of our

chapter, for example, diversity-friendly book lists.

• Quantitative evaluation of diversity

In order to know whether a book, textbook or teaching material represents diversity

adequately, we may apply two complementary approaches: a quantitative and a qualitative

one. In the quantitative analysis, we must identify the presence or absence of references

to diverse communities and identities both in the materials’ verbal and visual texts like in

the Example Case that opens this chapter. Brugeilles and Cromer (2009) offer examples

of charts or grids to count characters and record their characteristics both in their visual

representations and in their textual appearances. We may ask questions such as:

• Can we find any examples of characters of a variety of ethnicities, abilities, and/or

social classes who show different identity markers as regards sexuality and gender,

culture, and age in our books?

• Are there images of different models of families, or religious practices, or is it always

the same types that are represented?

In this last regard, we should consider whether there are any intersectional examples, too,

where several identity markers are combined, for instance:

• Do the examples of people of colour mostly belong to the same gender and the same

age?

• Are the majority of families white, middle-class, and heteronormative?
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Also, regarding the writing, we should check:

• Whether the texts are narrated in gender-neutral terms or if they use the male pronoun

to refer to both males and females.

• Whether there are any terms whose meaning or use may bear negative or derogatory

connotations for a particular group, for example, talking about “primitive” customs of

current minority cultures or “perverted” or “abnormal” behaviours of non-heterosexual

people.

This initial quantitative revision will help us discover whether there are “invisible” groups in

our materials, such as single parents or same-sex couples, blue-collar workers, transgender

people, people of minoritised religions, etc. Although the pertinence or relevance of these

and other groups may be different depending on our teaching context, all these individuals

are part of our societies and should have their representation within our classrooms, even

more so if the latter comprises students who share backgrounds or identity markers with

them. Remember that this does not mean that we must devote one lesson, activity or

particular material to each of these groups, in order to tick a box: the balance in their

representation in our books and materials should be a sustainable component of our

teaching and not an occasional activity.

• Qualitative evaluation of diversity

After detecting the absence, or presence, of examples of diverse voices and images, we

must carry out a qualitative approach that will evaluate how those identities are represented

and take into consideration the context they are presented, because their mere presence is

not enough: “[u]sing pictures of kente cloth on a poster about textiles would be inclusive;

using a photo of a woman in Ghanaian dress to illustrate a poster on maths, just to raise

the number of pictures of black and minority ethnic people on the classroom wall, would be

tokenistic”, that is, a superficial attempt at representing diversity only to prevent criticism

(Pilgrim, 2020).

We must therefore check on the one hand, whether the materials’ verbal and visual texts

depict all people as individuals with distinctive features rather than stereotypical ones.

We should look out for stereotypes: are strong, independent girls and women described

as “manlike”, or sensitive men as “feminine”? Are people of a particular ethnicity always

depicted in traditional clothing? Are people with disabilities portrayed as not independent or

to be pitied? Are low-income families depicted as passive or needing help?

On the other hand, we should also consider whether the diverse characters have a central

or participant role in the stories: if they are present for a purpose or if instead, they are

simply used for “decorative” reasons – like the Ghanaian woman in the example above.

For instance, we must pay attention to who the “heroines” or successful protagonists in
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the stories are, and ask questions such as: do they always belong to the same social

class, ethnicity, or gender? In which context are they introduced, for example, are people

of colour included only in pieces dealing with migration, poverty, or sports? Do characters

of a particular ethnicity or gender need the help of characters from other, more dominant

groups, to succeed or solve their problems?

For example, the quantitative revision of gender representations in the images of a

contemporary English reader series used in primary schools in Hong Kong carried out by

Lee and Chin (2021) concludes that female characters appear more often in the illustrations

than male characters. However, the qualitative analysis reveals that those women – and

the men too – are usually depicted in stereotypical ways: mothers are busy feeding their

families, whereas fathers appear at a greater distance from their children and are portrayed

as less nurturing compared with mothers; girls receive pink presents and boys blue ones,

and “girls are presented as more emotionally vulnerable carriers and behavers than boys.”

For instance, in one of the illustrations “three children are hungry, but Bella and Katarina

[girls] are in tears while Steve [boy] looks shocked but tries to seek a solution” (Lee & Chin,

2021: 21). Thus, although the sheer numbers of female representations in the books give a

positive first impression, the critical analysis of those representations show the prevalence

of traditional gender stereotypes.

Lee and Chin’s study highlights the importance of critical visual literacy when analysing

the presence of diversity in our books and teaching materials. Usually, we as teachers

and our students “do not read visual images critically and may not be aware of how

illustrators use visual elements such as gaze, backgrounding, etc. to create meaning and

signal relations and power” (Short, 2018, qtd. in Lee & Chin, 2021: 14). To interrogate this

role of images in books and textbooks, we can use the following seven question framework,

used both by Giaschi (2000: 37) to analyse gender and by Hawthorne (2020) to analyse

race:

1. What is the activity of the image(s)?

2. Who is active (the “protagonist”) in the image(s)?

3. Who is passive (the “receiver”) in the image(s)?

4. Who has status in the image(s)?

5. What does the body language communicate?

6. What does the clothing communicate?

7. Where are the eyes directed?

The answers to all these questions, and to all the others above, will help us reveal the

underlying biases and prejudices that our books and materials may be reflecting and that

our students are being exposed to.
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Dealing with Problematic Books

Sometimes teachers are not able to select suitable books and teaching materials

themselves, either because the curriculum states that certain literary texts should be

studied or because the school that they are working in has already bought a large number

of textbooks for a particular course or class. Often schools use the same textbooks for

several years even if those books feel out of date. Sometimes it is the case that schools

pay expensive subscriptions to online material, which therefore restricts teachers to using

this material primarily before turning to other resources. In other words, teachers often

must make use of books and teaching materials at their disposal, regardless of whether

the materials are suitable in terms of the stereotypical images they contain or whether they

represent diversity at all.

What we as teachers should do then, is to make sure that such stereotypical images and

texts are not left uncommented upon. If we must use a particular textbook when teaching

chemistry, for example, and all the images in this textbook show people of a certain age or

ethnicity, we must bring this to our students’ attention by engaging in a critical discussion

with them. We should also reflect on what images may have been left out and need to be

added.

One may argue that scrutinising images in a chemistry book has got nothing to do with

the teaching of chemistry, but, in fact, students’ ability to engage in subjects and show

their understanding and perspectives of different school subjects, whether it is chemistry,

language studies or mathematics, can actually increase students’ motivation and

encourage critical thinking. Also, having role models who the students can identify with is

a crucial aspect that can determine whether students develop and maintain interest in that

particular subject and essentially perform better.

For instance, in the article “Teaching Between the Lines: Representation in Science

Textbooks” (Simpson et al., 2021), the authors refer to a study in which second grade pupils

were prompted to draw a picture of a scientist. The results showed that most pupils drew a

stereotypical picture of a white man in a lab coat. When asking students at university to do a

similar test the results revealed that the majority still had that very same image in mind. The

authors thus conclude that pupils’ perceptions of who is allowed to be part of the scientific

community; or to be a scientist, is established early and this mental image is very difficult

to change as the students’ progress within the educational system. Therefore, the authors

argue that it is important to provide a wide range of role models in the course material

to make sure that all students feel that they are allowed in the scientific community. Also,

the article presents a study which shows that ninth grade students whose perceptions

of scientists were positive performed better in those particular subjects compared with

students who did not share these positive views (Simpson et al., 2021). In short, students’

performance within different school subjects is not only related to the teaching and learning

of the content of those particular subjects, but it is also related to whether you see yourself
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as belonging to the community or group of people who you believe have the right to access

and achieve something within that subject.

Therefore, if we find that the textbooks we must use in our teaching are not particularly

suitable in terms of diversity, we need to add complementary materials which include, for

example, information about scientists of other ages, genders, or ethnicities that have also

contributed to the topic being learnt. As a starting point, we advise you to make use of

the resources that your school library, colleagues, and students already are familiar with.

If you find that searching for additional material for your courses is an overwhelming task,

remember that adding one new text, film, or any type of resource, per year is better than

not doing anything at all. Revising and updating your teaching material is after all an open-

ended process and something that you should do throughout your entire teaching career.

Our Further Resources section offers some resources to help you begin this process.

Lastly, when writing instructions or creating assignments or exams yourself, regardless

of whether they are in writing or presented orally, you also need to reflect on the type

of language and type of instructions you use. The United Nations’ Guidelines for gender-

inclusive language may be used as a starting point when reflecting on how to make your

texts as gender neutral as possible so as to avoid using stereotypical descriptions of

gender. The guidelines have been produced in several different languages, such as English,

Arabic, French and Spanish, and even though some of these guidelines may not apply to

the language used in your teaching context, they can still serve as an important reminder or

eye-opener of what areas may be problematic when referring to and addressing students of

different genders.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=383#h5p-24

Closing questions to discuss or task

Questions to consider after “Hidden Curriculum and Othering”

1. Remember what type of books and learning materials were used when you were a student in

primary, secondary, or upper secondary school. Which voices and images were absent, and

which were heard and shown?

2. Reflect on whether your teachers addressed the question of representation of diversity in

books and learning material when you were a student in primary, secondary or upper
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secondary school. What did the teachers do right? What did they do wrong?

3. Scrutinise your own reading habits. For example, when you read novels, magazines, blogs or

other types of media, what types of texts do you usually read yourself, and who were they

written by? Which voices are you most often exposed to? Which voices are you not exposed

to?

4. Can you give an example of an occasion in which you have witnessed or experienced othering?

5. In your context, do you celebrate “Awareness Days”, weeks, or months, about certain social

groups or conditions? What do you do during that time? What do you do during the rest of the

year to make students of those groups or conditions feel included?

Questions to consider after “Selecting and Evaluating Books”

1. What does your curriculum say about the representation of diversity in your teaching context?

2. Use the qualitative and quantitative questions above to analyse one or several texts or images

from a textbook that you use in your teaching. What are the main strengths and weaknesses

when it comes to the representation of diversity in that text?

3. How could you approach the materials that you mainly use to cater for a greater

representation of diversity?

4. If you were to ask your students what texts and learning materials they would like to use in

their classes, what suggestions do you think you would receive?

Questions to consider after “Dealing with Problematic Books”

1. Consider the type of books and learning materials you use in your teaching context. Do you

mainly use books and learning materials that are provided by the school where you work, or do

you use other resources?

2. As a student or as a teacher, have you encountered any books or materials that you have

identified as biased or prejudiced? How have you handled them? If you had to use them in your

teaching, what would you do to offset their negative representations?

3. Reflect on what your particular language/s restricts you to or allows you to do when it comes

to addressing students in a gender-neutral way. For example, do you have to refer to your

students as she or he or are there other possibilities?

4. Revise some of your assignments and/or task instructions considering the UN’s Guidelines for

gender-inclusive language. What could you improve to make them more inclusive?

Further Resources

In this section you will find more academic research on diversity in books and learning

materials but also some useful guidelines which help you check whether your textbooks

are free from prejudice and stereotypes: for example, the UNESCO’s publication Making

Textbook content inclusive: A focus on Religion, Gender, and Culture offers an in-depth

analysis and guide to check whether textbooks are free from prejudice and stereotypes

based on religion, gender, and culture by looking at their employment of inclusive language,
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their representation of diverse identities, and their integration of human rights. Furthermore,

there are links to websites that offer checklists to detect prejudiced and biased materials

and book lists of diversity-friendly literary texts.

Studies on diversity in books and learning materials

(If you are interested in the studies that we reference in this chapter – for example, the

study on the representation of gender in mathematics textbooks that was mentioned in

the section about the hidden curriculum, you can find their bibliographical reference in the

Works Cited section of the book.)
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ACCESSIBILITY OF MEDIA AND MATERIALS
Thomas Joseph O Shaughnessy; Pamela February; and Sam Blanckensee

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=530#oembed-1

Example Case

A School-wide application for Accessible Documents

Mx May had a student with low vision join their class and required all class media and

materials in an accessible format. Mx May had realised that she had never really considered

making her curriculum accessible before, so she decided she would make a concerted effort

to change the structure of her digital content to support this student.

Mx May followed the Accessibility Resources and Know-How (ARK) online resource by the

Association on Higher Education and Disability and learned how to create accessible

content. She began to add headings to her documents, alternate text for images and include

descriptive links. She also added accurate captions to all her video content.

However, Mx May noticed that other students in the class, not just disabled students, began

interacting with the documents. She realised that the learners could navigate and engage

more with the material she was providing. She also noticed that students who used assistive

technology voices, including screen readers, and text-to-speech, could access the material

more readily. For one student with a disability who used text-to-speech, found this new

approach had been a life-changing event.

Mx May also witnessed that learners who were learning in a language that was not their first

language also seemed to benefit. They commented that the captions on videos had made it

so much easier to comprehend what was discussed in the video content.

Mx May had not foreseen the wide-ranging benefits of introducing accessible materials. Mx
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May felt obliged to share this information with her peers and the broader school network

during staff training. Mx May saw it as pivotal to developing inclusive culture within her

school.

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What are the benefits of providing accessible media?

2. How can educators create accessible media?

3. How does stigma on technology affect accessible media?

4. How can we expand the communities of practices to the broader community?

Introduction to Topic

Every classroom is unique, with learners from various social and cultural backgrounds

demonstrating different abilities and exhibiting diverse interests and preferences for

engagement. As a result, educators need to be cognisant of the needs and supports of this

diversity if they are to create a more inclusive classroom environment. Moreover, the level

of diversity in our classrooms has never been so prevalent. For example, over 15% of people

in the European Union, almost 80 million people, have some form of disability (Mehigan

et al., 2022). However, disability is only one aspect of our inclusive sphere. Globalisation

due to migration, conflict, political differences, and commercial and social opportunities

has resulted in increasingly diverse societies (Rios & Markus, 2011). These changes have

significantly impacted the diversity within our school environments, as schools tend to be

microcosms of society (Bialostocka, 2016).

Increasingly socio-ethnically diverse classrooms are also reshaping classroom

interactions (De Schaepmeester et al., 2022). This socio-ethnic diversity can also impact

the need for accessibility and more accessible practices. Parton (2016) echoes this

sentiment noting a link between diversity and accessibility where accessibility can impact

learners from every nationality. Accessibility is also about equity of access, no longer

a niche requirement solely used by learners with a disability (Edyburn, 2010). Therefore,
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policies and practices in teaching and learning must be reviewed to guarantee that

education is inclusive to everyone, not focusing simply on one cohort, the learners with a

disability (Moriña, 2017; Zorec et al., 2022).

Although equity of access in education is a human right, there is a lack of emphasis on

assistive technology and accessibility across the continuum of teacher education. There

is a particular need for more training in accessibility and assistive technology in Initial

Teacher Education (Michaels & McDermott, 2003; O’Sullivan et al., 2021; Van Laarhoven

& Conderman, 2011; Wynne et al., 2016). While educators may have a moral and ethical

rationale to develop accessible media and materials, it is often policy and legislation,

both domestic and international, that drive accessible practice. Examples like the United

Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) from 2006, an

internationally recognised and supported treaty, includes sections specifically related to

accessibility and equity of access under Article 9. This well-supported convention

additionally commits member states to support people with a disability so that they receive

the necessary support within the mainstream education system under Article 24, including

instruction on assistive technology.

More recently, the European Union Web Accessibility Directive (WAD) 2016, requires all

new public sector websites and mobile applications to be accessible by 2021. This EU

directive has two primary objectives, one which focuses on the promotion of accessibility

and the inclusion of everyone, and the latter which targets the reduction of litigation based

on issues related to accessibility (Lewthwaite & James, 2020). Interestingly, the WAD is not

disability-specific legislation, instead reinforcing the benefits of accessibility for everyone.

This directive has the potential to significantly impact accessible and pedagogical practices

(O Shaughnessy, 2021). The WAD also aims to ensure EU citizens can participate in society

on an equal basis while guaranteeing member states must amend their laws to meet the

need of this legislative framework (Mehigan et al., 2022). The Web Accessibility Directive

requires Member States to report on the results of their monitoring activities every three

years (European Commission, 2023).

In addition to the WAD, policies such as the Digital Education Action Plan (DEAP) also

impact accessible practice (European Commission, 2020). This European Union (EU) policy

initiative supports the sustainable and effective adaptation of EU member states’ education

and training systems. The DEAP noted how the global pandemic highlighted several existing

challenges and inequalities in education and confirmed the need for improved levels of

digital capacity in education and training (European Commission, 2020). The DEAP, which

has inclusivity embedded across many of its key actions, was seen as a cooperative long-

term strategic vision for high-quality, inclusive, and accessible European digital education.

European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education [EASNIE] (2022a) reiterates

the Digital Education Action Plan commitment to include the accessibility of technologies

and digital content. However, they also note the strong influence of the Web Content
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Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) on both accessible design and accessibility-centric

legislation.

However, the DEAP is not without its critics. Some emphasise the DEAP’s lack of financial

strategy for implementation, while others highlight concerns about its language and remit

(European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education, 2022a; Mauraille, 2020).

Despite this, the DEAP has begun to influence and shape practice and policy. For example,

the release of the Irish Digital Strategy for Schools to 2027 refers explicitly to its alignment

with the Digital Education Action Plan, acknowledging its European expertise and

suggesting it as a valuable tool to guide and assist approaches in Irish education

(Department of Education, 2022). Accessibility is also an integral part of the inclusive

teacher role. EASNIE’s ‘Profile for Inclusive Teacher Professional Learning’ includes valuing

learner diversity and concepts of inclusion, equity, and quality education and supporting all

learning (European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education, 2022b). Despite a

lack of specific reference to accessibility within this professional learning, the approaches

within the publication entwine with a universal whole-school approach to accessibility, one

which targets inclusion, equity, and access for all.

Divided into several sections, this chapter adopts a holistic approach to accessibility. The

first section begins by discussing accessibility and assistive technology. The subsequent

section examines the accessibility of media and materials, providing examples of how

they can make their classrooms more accessible. The following section discusses the

benefits and opportunities created when educators ensure that the media and materials

used in schools are accessible. The next section will focus on the barriers educators

encounter when creating accessible media and materials and will show some solutions

to these barriers. This chapter shows what is currently available, although this is an area

that is constantly changing with the availability of technology and new developments,

this availability differs geographically, and access may vary depending on the technology

currently used within the educational setting. The chapter then discusses the role of

communities of practice and school management in shaping the inclusive culture within

schools, which supports and promotes accessible media and materials. The chapter

concludes with a summary of the chapter and possibilities for the future.

Key aspects

Accessibility & Assistive Technology

It is challenging to discuss accessible media without first mentioning what is meant by

accessibility. Accessibility can have a range of meanings and is often used in an

educational context to signify availability rather than ease of access, inclusion, or assistive

technologies. Even when used within this context, the literature identifies varying definitions

of accessibility (O Shaughnessy, 2021). Several authors have defined accessibility as
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providing equitable services and systems that support everyone and prevent practices

from excluding anyone (de Witte, Steel, Gupta, Ramos, & Roentgen, 2018; Shachmut &

Deschenes, 2019). However, given the increasingly socio-ethnical diversity of today’s

classrooms, the authors have decided to embrace a more open view of accessibility. They

draw on a publication from 2015 which discusses accessibility as a ‘celebration of diversity’

which ensures all learners are included within the learning process (Ahmad, 2015: 73).

There is also an intrinsic link between assistive technology and accessibility. This link

exists because assistive technology is decisive in promoting accessibility and inclusive

education (Ismaili & Ibrahimi, 2017). However, the definition of assistive technology

provokes widely varying responses from the education community (Boone & Higgins, 2007).

The U.S. Assistive Technology Act (2004) defines assistive technology as both the device

and a service where assistive technology is “any item, piece of equipment, our product

system, whether acquired commercially off-the-shelf, modified or customised that is used

to increase, maintain and improve functional capabilities of the child with a disability” (U.S.

Department of Education, 2004: 8). A common thread within the definition of assistive

technology is its role in ‘increasing the functional capabilities’ of a person with a disability

(Bowser et al., 2015; World Health Organisation, 2019). However, in terms of supporting

a social approach, this chapter broaches assistive technology more as accessible and

inclusive tools that may increase functional capabilities and as tools that can promote

access, foster collaboration, and enhance productivity. These tools include text-to-speech,

speech-to-text, graphic organisers, and inbuilt accessibility tools. These tools are often

used as basic arguments behind classroom requirements for accessible media and

materials. This chapter’s approach to accessibility and assistive technology is rooted in the

knowledge that equity of access is no longer a niche requirement solely used by disabled

learners (Edyburn, 2010; Moriña, 2017).

Creating Accessible Media and Materials: Benefits and Opportunities

Creating accessible materials may seem like a daunting task to many educators. Often,

they may not even know how to start the process. Of course, creating accessible content

may depend on the technologies available to educators within a particular school. However,

a simple start in supporting accessible media lies in creating documents and materials

with structure. Materials, including long documents, especially books, are much easier to

navigate for everyone when they have structure applied to them. There are multiple ways

to do this, depending on the platform and software being used. In this example, Microsoft

Word, a common word processor used across educational institutions from primary to

postsecondary is used. However, alternatives like Google Docs and OpenOffice have similar

supports around accessibility. Document structure in Microsoft Word is achieved by

applying headings throughout your document using the Styles section on the Home ribbon.

Screen readers, voice recognition, and keyboard users rely heavily on document structure
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for access and navigation, but Headings also allow everyone to engage efficiently. Applying

Headings using a tiered approach creates a document tree, allowing all users to move up

and down the headings contained within the document (as shown on the left in Figure 1).

This makes navigation easier for both learners and educators.

Figure 1: Headings in Microsoft Word

Outside of the structure, other factors can affect the accessibility of a document (see Table

1). For example, font type, font size, and bullet/numbered lists are essential to enhance

accessibility and are easy to apply. In terms of font size, word processor documents

should be a minimum of 12 points (pt). Accessible font types include Century Gothic,

Tahoma, Calibri, Helvetica, Arial, and Verdana. All these fonts are plain sans-serif fonts. The

decorative nature of serif fonts can make them much more difficult to access and read.

However, Comic Sans font, sometimes prescribed for students with dyslexia, can make

documents inaccessible to assistive technologies used by some dyslexic students. When

making lists in Word, always use the bullets and numbering feature. Marking items as a

list informs the reader that there are a set of steps or a numbered sequence to a process

(McGinty, 2020).

The appropriate use of alternative text, link descriptions, and tables all play a role in

creating accessible Word documents. Alternative text (alt text) is a text-based substitute

for non-text elements, including images and tables. The alternative text aims to describe

relevant information contained within non-text elements concisely. When applying

alternative text, there is no need to begin the text with ‘Picture of’ or ‘Image of’, as it is

superfluous and automatically assumed by the user accessing the alternative text. When

describing the image, context is everything, so there is no need to include every piece of

information within the non-text elements. Instead, the educator should focus on conveying

the insight, the main trends, or the point of the graph or image. Link or hyperlink descriptions

allow the user to understand the context of where the link will take them. While this is

1170 | ACCESSIBILITY OF MEDIA AND MATERIALS



essential for screen reader users, its logical approach provides clarity and should benefit

everyone, not just those using specific technologies. Poorly labelled links include common

non-descriptive links ’Click here’, ‘Learn more’ or ‘link’. Moreover, document or page links

with a long and complex link name with special characters may also create access barriers.

Providing descriptive naming conventions or utilising link shorteners can alleviate these

accessibility concerns (Chee, Davidian & Weaver, 2022).

Figure 2:Accessibility in Microsoft Office

Table accessibility is usually more specific to screen reader users. Tables are read by the

screen readers using header column cell and row cell to give the user context, especially

if the user is blind or has low vision. Therefore, each cell in a table needs to have an

associated header cell, so that when a screen reader user reads cell by cell the appropriate

header data is read and the data within each cell is read. For more information see here an

Introduction to accessible tables and a screen reader demo. If a header row is not applied,

this creates an access problem for screen reader users. A similar situation occurs if fields

within a table are merged as the screen reader cannot correlate the header column cell with

the correct row cell. For more information see JAWS Reading Combined Tables.

By applying accessibility throughout your content, educators make it easier to create

more accessible alternative formats, for example, braille files, audio files including DAISY

files, portable document format (pdf) files and HTML files. Web services like Robobraille at

https://www.robobraille.org/ offer free format conversions for learners.

PowerPoint works on a similar premise to those mentioned above. However, reading

order can play a vital role in this presentation tool. Screen readers navigate through slide

content based on a structured order beginning with the title and then working through the
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slide in the order elements were added to the slide. If a teacher adds content outside

of the template layout the reading order may be affected and require fixing. The Reading

Order Pane can be accessed via the Check Accessibility drop-down pane in the Review

Tab in PowerPoint. To enhance PowerPoint accessibility further, educators can use verbal

descriptions of non-text elements when presenting their slides to support a more diverse

audience. The application of colour is another integral part of accessible practice in Word

and PowerPoint. Applying sufficient colour contrast ensures learners can visually access

educational content. Although accessible colour contrast can be difficult to gauge,

downloadable tools like TPGi’s Colour Contrast Analyser (CCA) offer learners and educators

a contrast support solution. This tool allows you to compare colours and provides pass/

fail results based on WCAG standards for colour contrast. For accessibility, colour contrast

ratio between the text and the background above 4.5:1 and 3:1 for large text. This ratio

can be checked using the CCA. Regarding accessible font size in PowerPoint, 24 pt should

be the minimum applied. PowerPoint also allows educators to search for pre-designed

accessible slide templates which utilise accessible colours for contrast and reader-friendly

font styles. For many reasons, including for learners with low vision and colour blindness,

educators should never use colour to convey meaning alone. Moreover, when emphasising

a point, it is best practice to use plain text where possible and to not use colour or bold font

as a sole way for relaying important information as this can create barriers for a range of

learners, for example, screenreader users, learners who have low vision, and learners with

colour blindness (Arch & Abou-Zhara, 2008).

The issue of time is sometimes a factor when it comes to creating accessible media

and materials. Schools, management, and educators need to develop school environments

where implementing accessible practice is the new norm. Tools to support this initiative

already exist, for example, Google Docs has an option to turn on screen reader support.

Microsoft has the Accessibility Checker, a tool in a range of Microsoft products, including

Word, PowerPoint, and Outlook. When applied correctly, it can offer real-time accessibility-

specific feedback. Furthermore, the Accessibility Checker can take a lot of pressure off

educators when checking for accessibility and makes accessibility checking easier for

everyone (Fichten et al., 2019). Educators can significantly reduce the work needed to

ensure their content is accessible by actively screening in real-time. However, the

Accessibility Checker does not spot all accessibility issues, for example, subjective

meaning in links and headings means that incorrectly labelled links can go unnoticed.

Therefore, educators need to be knowledgeable in accessible practice, even when these

tools are available.

Educators must also be aware of all these practices which are more conducive to

supporting accessibility. Educators also need to understand the application of Optical

Character Recognition (OCR) to scanned media and materials and how it aids a range of

diverse learners. The OCR process converts an image of text into a machine-readable text

format. OCR allows technologies to select and interact with individual words and characters
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within a document. The application of OCR can be highly beneficial to students using

assistive technologies, including text-to-speech or screen reader software. A study of 143

students with low vision and 29 blind students noted how almost 90% of students who were

blind and a third of those with low vision used scanning with OCR software (Fichten et al.,

2009). The application of OCR is usually a quick process. However, it can depend on many

factors, which include the quality of the original text, the font and spacing used, and the

quantity of scanning required. The complexity of the content is also a factor, i.e., graphics,

images, maths, and scientific notation.

As we move into a more mobile age for technology, new solutions are beginning to

emerge. Students and educators no longer have to rely on large scanning devices to apply

OCR across media and materials. Microsoft Applications, including Seeing AI and Lens

provide a free, flexible, and mobile way to scan OCR documents and materials. While these

apps are free, they often require a mobile hardware device to operate. The Lens app also

allows users to open scanned documents in an ‘Immersive Reader’ view, a feature that

allows for personal customisation and text-to-speech application. Other mobile apps also

facilitate learner autonomy, for example, the free application Adobe Fill & Sign enables

learners and educators to capture a picture of a paper form and fill it in digitally. This can

provide access to a range of learners who struggle with traditional class workbooks and

require technology to access the curriculum.

Table 1: Accessible Issues in Microsoft Word & PowerPoint

ACCESSIBILITY OF MEDIA AND MATERIALS | 1173



Accessibility in
Word &

PowerPoint
Good Practice Bad Practice

Accessibility
Checker
Detects

Headings
Apply Styles in logical order

– Helps Define structure
Bolded Headings, no

structure No

Alternative Text
Succinct and meaningful or

decorative
Auto Description or use of

‘Picture of’ or ‘Image of’ Yes

Link Descriptions

Describe link succinctly Click here or a long address No

Table Header &
Merged Cells

Include Header and exclude
Merged fields

Merged Fields & Missing
Headers Yes

Use of Colour Use Colour Contrast
Analyser & High contrast

Low Contrast, Emphasise
with colour Yes

Font Size and Type
Minimum 12 pt Sans Serif /

24 pt in PowerPoint
Commonly used Font 11

with Serif No

Reading Order

(PowerPoint only) Set Reading Order properly Add content without
checking the Reading Order Yes

PDFs are often a contentious point regarding accessibility (Fichten et al., 2009). The

dilemma with PDFs is that their accessibility depends on how it was created. Ensuring

PDFs are accessible can be difficult but providing a PDF with OCR already applied is a

good start for those relying on text-to-speech. However, a PDF that has OCR is potentially

inaccessible to a screen reader unless the PDF is tagged correctly. Each PDF tag identifies

the type of content and stores some attributes (for example, paragraphs, headings, lists,

and tables), creating a hierarchical tree structure within the document. The tag tree forms

the logical reading order structure making the document easier to access and navigate.

However, tagging PDFs can be a time-consuming and arduous task.

There are a range of free applications for OCRing PDFs that exist; some are web-based

others come in the form of a free feature in paid tools like Adobe Pro or literacy software

including Read & Write or ClaroRead. Microsoft’s Edge Browser with Windows 10 and 11

allows learners and educators to open PDFs, although it does not apply OCR to inaccessible

documents. However, Edge empowers learners to read OCR’d PDF documents using text-to-

speech and offers them various editing features.
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Creating accessible media and materials can sometimes be laborious and costly. One

example is the creation of transcripts and captions for video and audio content.

Mainstream applications like Microsoft Stream and YouTube offer this auto-captioning

service, including post-editing solutions. However, the accuracy of the original auto-caption

dictates the amount of time needed to edit the captions. Unfortunately, auto-captions are

limited and often depend on factors which include the microphone’s quality, the speaker’s

voice, and the content. Significantly, the time taken to edit the captions may often exceed

the time required to create the original video/audio content. However, tools exist that

provide real-time human-based captioning solutions. These real-time human-based

captioning solutions are often complex for students who need captioning services. The

cost and logistics issues of acquiring a stenographer can be challenging. These

stenographers/captioners can integrate within common online platforms like Zoom and

Microsoft Teams (organised through the meeting administrator settings). However, they

can also operate through third-party software for face-to-face interactions.

Newer paid solutions like Caption.Ed software by CareScribe allows for a more

mainstream and flexible approach to real-time captioning while supporting several

international voices. Despite using auto-captions, this software has quite a high accuracy

rate and can be applied to any audio or video content on your device. It also provides a

transcript in conjunction with the captions and therefore provides for real-time classroom

notes. While this may provide a real-time, time-efficient solution, it is a subscription service

which also requires some financial outlay. Caption.Ed also supports a range of different

languages. Another tool, OtterAI, also works on a similar premise and may be more

financially viable, it has a monthly subscription, and it also has a free version. It can also

provide a transcript of the captions.

For shorter video content, apps, including Clips (free) and Clipomatic (paid), can offer

quick video creation with editable captioning options. There are also post-production

human-generated captions solutions. These solutions are often expensive and outside the

budget of most schools. Companies like Cielo24 and Rev offer these solutions to allow

educators to upload content to the cloud and receive back caption files within 12-72hrs.

They also support translated captions and a range of standard file types like SRT or

WEBVTT. However, for these solutions, the quicker the turnaround, the more expensive

the cost. Ultimately, utilising captioning services that require time-sensitive approaches

requires significant financial outlay from educational institutions. The alternative is a time-

consuming process where educators must manually edit the auto-captions. However, a new

captions-based solution is becoming mainstream in the form of Live Captions for Windows

11. Live Captions will allow all captions to be automatically generated from any audio

content. Live Captions will also allow the captions box to float in a window or be exhibited

at the top or bottom of a screen.

Although this is one of the newer accessibility features inbuilt in Windows, the inbuilt

accessibility features across the main operating systems like ChromeOS, iOS, macOS,
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Windows and Android devices are continually improving. Accessibility and assistive

technology features now come almost as standard with new appliances. These features

include text-to-speech (for example, iOS Speak Screen, Safari Reader, Immersive Reader),

speech-to-text (for example, Dictate, Google Voice Typing), voice assistants (for example,

Siri, Alexa, Cortana, Google Home), screen readers (for exmaple, NVDA, VoiceOver,

Narrator), screen magnification, contrast customisation including dark mode and night

light. Moreover, a range of additional tools and features exist within the accessibility and

access settings of almost every well-known operating system.

Another method for supporting accessible content is the creation of braille. Braille is a

tactile writing system used by people who are blind or who have low vision. Despite the

well-documented value of braille literacy, braille literacy is declining (Hoskin et al., 2022).

From an education perspective, there is also a low incidence of learners who read braille

in schools (Herzberg & Stough, 2007). Moreover, braille production requires specialised

technologies, which are unavailable to many if not most schools. As a result, the production

of braille in schools is often the remit of organisations set up to support students who are

blind or who have low vision. Euroblind provides information on access to these resources

in each country within continental Europe. To produce braille, educators or learners usually

need access to a braille embosser. Braille embossers emboss braille characters onto paper

for tactile reading. Before the braille can be printed, the device attached to the embosser

must perform braille translation from text. This translation occurs through specialised

braille software such as the Duxbury Braille Translator. This software supports over 170

languages, and it supports literary, mathematics, and technical braille. However, produced

braille texts are often quite bulky and regularly need to be divided up into more manageable

volumes.

Electronic texts are more transportable and less burdensome than these large braille

volumes (Suzor et al., 2008). As a result, more people who are blind or have low vision

are moving towards technology-driven braille solutions. Hoskin et al. (2022) agree, claiming

that many braille readers also use technology such as refreshable braille displays to access

braille. These braille displays provide access to data on a computer screen by electronically

raising and lowering different combinations of pins in braille cells. They can show up to

80 characters from the screen, which refresh as the cursor moves around the screen.

Braille displays have their advantages over traditional braille by allowing for a more practical

solution for the digital age that engages more readily with electronic-based reading

environments (Russomanno et al., 2015).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, digital solutions provided access for those requiring

remote sign language interpreting. This remote approach was seen by many as a flexible

and efficient way to facilitate sign language interpreting services (De Meulder & Haualand,

2021). Interestingly, this practice is still being employed in educational settings today.

However, to enable more inclusive access to media, educators need to understand how

best to support remote sign language interpreting services, for example, the Center for
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Excellence in Universal Design states a list of directions and techniques to ensure an

interpreter is easy to see and read (National Disability Authority, 2022). These include

capturing the entire signing space and ensuring the signer is the required size and visibility.

Moreover, the provision of content-specific terminology for the interpreters before the class

is essential and reduces the potential for complex translations.

Another accessible solution centres on the growth in audiobooks and text-to-speech-

based solutions. Audiobooks can support a range of diverse learners, and it has been

shown to improve language and reader competence while also increasing school

performance, attitude, and motivation (Alcantud-Díaz & Gregori-Signes, 2014; Milani et

al., 2009; Padberg-Schmitt, 2020; Whittingham et al., 2012). Free text-to-speech tools,

including Balabolka, can create audiobooks, but professional audiobooks are also available

through Bookshare and professional services like Amazon’s Audible. Available in many

countries, Bookshare is an accessible digital library for all people with print disabilities.

Unfortunately, Bookshare is only available for individuals with a qualifying reading or

perceptual disability, a visual impairment, or a physical disability affecting their ability to

read printed works. The Bookshare library, which supports over 34 languages, has over a

million titles, including books for schools has the largest collection of accessible digital

books in the world.

Alternatively, Amazon’s Audible is an online audiobook and podcast service that allows

users to purchase and stream audiobooks. This platform will enable users to download and

stream content from Audible’s substantial online database of audiobooks and podcasts.

Similar to Bookshare, Audible utilises professional human voices to narrate its products.

However, it is limited in terms of educational material. Audible can also be synced with

Kindle to provide a human spoken text-to-speech with highlighting known as WhisperSync.

For flexibility and to support different learners, WhisperSync lets users readily switch

between reading the text and narration. While time can be a barrier to providing accessible

solutions like captioning, there are additional barriers to creating accessible content.

Barriers and Solutions

There are many barriers and challenges that educators can face when promoting

accessible media and materials in their classrooms. These barriers, in addition to time,

include cost, knowledge, and other social factors, including stigma.

Finance and sustainability solutions are high priorities in most of today’s schools.

However, accessible technologies, including many assistive technologies, invariably come

with a high price tag (King & Allen, 2018). This high cost can deter schools and educators

from utilising assistive and accessible technologies. Additionally, in many low-income

countries funding may not be available to ensure access, and even less so in rural areas

within the countries (Gulati, 2008). However, inbuilt accessibility and assistive technology

features across most mainstream operating systems and applications may alleviate some
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of this cost associated with procuring assistive technology. Assistive technology freeware

and open-source technologies also provide alternative options instead of expensive

bespoke technologies. Many of the technologies available also have a free version, which

in some cases may not be as effective. Trialling examples include Inspiration , Read & Write

and LightKey. However, these free versions allow for the trialling of technologies to test their

effectiveness. Therefore, educators can experiment with a program to see if it meets the

needs of learners before investing in expensive technology that may not be suitable.

Another significant barrier throughout much of the literature is the time required to

learn and support these technologies (Ault et al., 2013; Courduff et al., 2016; Flanagan

et al., 2013). However, time does not only impact on these inclusive technologies, as

many educators do not have enough time to explore, experiment, research and implement

mainstream educational technologies (Khlaif et al., 2021; Polly et al., 2020;). Priority must

be given to inclusive technology across teacher education, from pre-service and in-service

training to whole-school approaches to inclusive education. This may alleviate some of the

time concerns noted in adopting and understanding these technologies.

Learner barriers are also an issue for educators. Stigma can prevent people from using

accessible or assistive technologies and accessible media and materials by garnering

unwanted attention (Zapf et al., 2015). Learners who experience learning disabilities can

feel ashamed about their learning difficulties. The stigma may not emanate from an

individual learner’s functional limitations but from societal and social responses to

disability. In that respect, stigma is caused by framing the conversation around disability,

accessibility, diversity and not the use of technology itself. As a result, young people using

specific adaptive technologies might feel that this makes them different to their peers, and

additionally, their peers may see them as ‘other’ (Barbareschi et al., 2021; McNicholl et al.,

2023).

Integrating accessible technologies into daily school life creates a new norm and reduces

the stigma attached to these technologies, for example, smartphones either come

equipped or require the download of applications which allow them to support reading,

writing and organisation, text-to-speech, and dictation technologies. Having these

technologies in a device everyone uses may hide the fact that the learner relies on a

particular tool. Moreover, if assistive technologies like these mentioned above are used by

many people using the same device, this can significantly reduce the stigma. Interestingly,

newer mainstream technologies that support assistive technologies and accessible

practices are already perceived to be more acceptable in this regard (Ok & Rao, 2017). The

mainstreaming of assistive technologies across Microsoft applications under the umbrella

of inclusion for all learners may further reduce the stigma associated with such tools.

Support for assistive technology and its implementation are known barriers to access

for some learners (Ault et al., 2013; Bell et al., 2010; Donne & Hansen, 2016). Educators

are often inadequately equipped to consider and implement the types of support (Naraian

& Surabian, 2014). Moreover, keeping abreast of these changes can also be daunting and
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overwhelming for many educators (Dawson et al., 2016). The number of technologies

available and changes in accessible practice can significantly impact educators and

therefore emphasises the need for hands-on teacher training on accessibility tools, and

technologies, for both initial teacher education and through lifelong learning and continuous

professional development (Alkahtani, 2013; King & Allen, 2018; Michaels & McDermott,

2003; Schaff, 2018; Van Laarhoven & Conderman, 2011). However, social media is another

potential way for educators to upskill and stay alert to changes related to accessible

practice. Many teacher networks are already utilising social media which can influence

teaching and learning practices (Willems et al., 2018).

Many of the barriers related to accessibility discussed previously can be addressed

through training or more open and inclusive approaches to supporting learners. Whole-

school and whole-classroom approaches can also mitigate some of these concerns.

However, knowledge and information sharing is key to an inclusive culture and creating

an accessible environment for everyone. In addition to knowledge, adopting frameworks

like the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework allows schools and educators to

promote accessibility as a tool that supports everyone.

Accessibility and UDL

Accessibility and the provision of accessible media and materials complement more

inclusive frameworks, including Universal Design for Learning (UDL). A full chapter also

exists on UDL elsewhere in this book. An innate bond exists between UDL and accessibility,

a relationship educators need to understand if they are to support more inclusive practice

(O Shaughnessy, 2021). After all, a universal approach must be an approach that aims

to cater for everyone, including those with accessibility needs. Moreover, assistive

technologies make UDL more accessible, efficient, robust, and financially sustainable

(Griful-Freixenet et al., 2017). While UDL is not a technology-based framework, the flexibility

offered by technology-enhanced learning options means that technology often plays a

significant role in implementing UDL practices. By combining technology and UDL, schools

can deliver more profound, accessible, and engaging learning environments for everyone,

including those with diverse learning needs (Rose & Meyer, 2002). However, there is still a

need for Initial Teacher Education programmes to emphasise UDL, instructional practices,

and technology-enhanced pedagogy (Basham et al., 2010).

A UDL-based approach also creates opportunities to address potential accessibility-

related issues (Al-Azawei et al., 2016; Zorec et al., 2022). Importantly, UDL emphasises

both the accessibility of learning and the accessibility of educational material (Scott et

al., 2015; Tobin, 2014). The application of accessible practice across the UDL framework

is evident, for example, guaranteeing that teaching materials are usable, structured, and

accessible is pivotal in promoting the UDL representation principle (Boothe et al., 2018).

This approach ensures that all learners, including those using assistive technology, have
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access to the necessary materials. Nieves et al. (2019) also note how the UDL principle

of action and expression facilitates accessible options for demonstrating learning and

knowledge expression. By supporting learners with accessible content and using

accessible systems, educators can support learner autonomy and paths that promote

self-directed learning. Through regarding multiple means of engagement, accessible, and

assistive technology tools can support and foster collaboration, facilitate coping skills and

provide a range of options to minimise threats and distractions.

Adopting a UDL approach for educators, schools or institutions can sometimes be

intimidating. However, the key to success can reside in taking a small-steps approach.

By starting small, the UDL process becomes more manageable, and educators reduce

the risk of becoming overwhelmed (Boothe et al., 2018; Novak & Rose, 2016). Tobin and

Behling (2018) promote a similar approach called ‘Plus One’, a process that advocates

adding one small thing each time along your UDL journey. O’Shaughnessy (2021) posits

that an increased focus on accessibility can be that ‘Plus One’ or that first small step in an

educator’s UDL journey. However, when introducing UDL, planning for accessibility needs to

happen from the outset due to difficulties that often come from trying to retrofit UDL, for

example, using accessible templates in PowerPoint increases the accessibility of the slides,

this saves time and effort in trying to edit slides for accessibility afterwards.

Educator Awareness of Accessibility & School Culture

While designing from the outset may not always be possible, schools and educators can

take steps to ensure staff are aware of tools and technologies to make lessons more

exciting and grant better access to more learners. This section discusses two approaches:

training for educators and communities of practice.

In terms of inclusive education, assistive technology and accessibility training must be

included in Initial Teacher Education (Drelick, 2022). However, there is a need to address

assistive technology and accessibility across all facets of the teacher education continuum.

This need is reflected in the CPD needs of educators, where technology and special

education needs loom high on the list of teacher priorities (Murphy & De Paor, 2017).

Moreover, educators need to stay abreast of new approaches to instruction to meet the

demands of today’s classroom (Thurlings & den Brok, 2018). Training for educators on

accessibility should include practical tips and solutions with simple strategies for

integrating within the classroom. Hands-on training should enable educators to experiment

and become comfortable accessing, creating, and using accessible materials. Training

should include giving educators guidelines to critically select and evaluate the available

media and materials regarding the relevance for their learners and the topic at hand. To

encourage and promote more accessible practice in schools, the development of a more

cooperative peer learning approach is proposed in the form of a Community of Practice

(Lave & Wenger, 1991).
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Communities of Practice have the potential to provide educators with information about

the use of accessible media and materials (Lewthwaite & Sloan, 2016; O Shaughnessy,

2021). Their cooperative approach facilitates the dissemination of knowledge and personal

experience, which can be highly beneficial in education. Educator Steven Anderson states

on Twitter that “alone we’re smart, but together we’re brilliant” which captures the essence

of communities of practice and their potential role in education (Anderson, 2013).

Belonging to a group, using whatever means, be it in person or virtual, via some shared

social space enables educators to create connections and discuss common issues

surrounding the accessibility and use of media and materials. They also provide options for

reflective practice, assessment, and ways to enhance student engagement (O’Shaughnessy,

2021). Establishing what worked for a colleague and what should be avoided can save

a lot of time for educators. Moreover, these communities can play an integral role in the

professional growth of educators (O’Sullivan, 2008).

A Community of Practice is just one approach that can benefit educators in promoting an

inclusive agenda regarding accessibility. The whole-school approach to inclusive practice

demands that senior management take proactive steps to ensure educators’ continuous

professional development through workshops and seminars. Accessibility begins with

creating an inclusive school culture. In keeping with this inclusive school culture, principals

and senior management must invest in school-wide licences for technology that will enable

universal access to media and materials. These technologies can promote learner

independence and reduce the need for individualised accommodations and differentiation

while supporting a more UDL-based approach to education that empowers the learner.

A shift in focus from educators to a whole-school approach supported by school

management may impact the inclusive culture within a school.

Principals also play a pivotal role in fostering inclusive schools (DeMatthews et al., 2021).

This influence can be even more critical because educators may sometimes not know

the right course of action when promoting inclusive education (Spratt & Florian, 2015).

Communities of Practice and buy-in from senior management are vital components of

inclusive culture in schools. Teotia (2018) argues that an inclusive culture’s diversity and

unique perspectives enhance the school community including parent-teacher perspectives.

Through the lens of the parent-teacher perspective, it is important for educators to be

sensitive to the parents, as they can play an important role in inclusive education (Mann

& Gilmour, 2021). Parents can create a platform that they can use to support each other

and support their learners and their use of technology. Parents’ communication platforms

support communication from schools regarding the progress of their child, school

meetings, homework, and important notifications. Additionally, parents can communicate

with each other on common issues that affect them. Communication and sharing are

integral to inclusive school culture and promoting accessible practices. Inclusive cultures

empower stakeholders, drive inclusive change, and break down barriers. Communities of

ACCESSIBILITY OF MEDIA AND MATERIALS | 1181



practice, school management, and other stakeholders each play their own part in driving an

inclusive agenda that supports and fosters accessible practice.

Conclusion

The evidence presented in this chapter highlights the importance placed on educators

providing accessible media and materials. The advantages of accessible practice, while

essential for access and the promotion of learner autonomy, benefit far more learners.

Moreover, while technologies including screen readers, speech-to-text and text-to-speech

require material to be accessible, creating an accessible structure behind accessible media

and materials makes it more engaging and navigable to every learner.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=530#h5p-28

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• How could you make the media you create daily more accessible?

• What tools could you integrate into your classroom to make your media and materials

more accessible?

• Describe the communities of practice (COP) you already engage in which enhance

your practice in accessible media and materials.

• How could you improve these communities of practice so that they operate more

effectively?

• If you do not have any communities of practice which enhance your practice in

accessible media and materials, how can you establish these? Think of COPs among

staff, parents, learners, etc.
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BRIDGING LEARNING AND TEACHING:
POSSIBLE PATHWAYS TO MORE INCLUSIVE
EDUCATION

Hermione Xin Miao; Akshita Rawat; and Brian Lynam

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=432#oembed-1

Example Case

Aditi is a teacher in a public school. Her students belong to low-income, working-class

backgrounds and are from marginalised communities. These students reside in the nearby

neighbourhoods, as ghettoisation is a common feature and their parents are blue-collar

workers. Aditi joined the school as part of an NGO intervention. She teaches all subjects

to students in grades 1 and 2. In her teacher education and induction for the NGO she

was trained in several ‘progressive’ methods of teaching, using interaction and dialogue and

introduced to theories on pedagogies and child psychology. Like her peers in the NGO, she is

privileged, upper-class, and university-educated. This also makes her very different from her

students in terms of her socio-economic background.

For the short time that she is there, she is highly motivated to engage students and push them

to see their potential. Students from marginalised communities had internalised a ‘culture

of silence’, being conscious of their class and caste position. Her main goal is to retain

them in school by developing an interest in learning. Being trained by the NGO, she follows

an interactive method of teaching, using gestures and prompts to encourage students to

participate and speak up. However, in the classroom, there are several challenges as well. The

main challenge is the asymmetrical power relations as she is an upper-class English-speaking
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individual who teaches in a low-resource school to disadvantaged students. She is far more

privileged than the students she teaches. Therefore, for dialogue to be effective, it is also

important that she understands the social conditions in which the thoughts and language of

the students have developed. She makes efforts to be aware of the reality and worldview of

the students. In her methods, she attempts to connect the local and the immediate to the

larger concepts. She picks topics and lessons to align them with the students’ worldview.

In this chapter, we start the first three sections by describing one structural disadvantage in

learning and teaching, then suggest one possible pathway to bridge learning and teaching.

By doing so, we can discuss how to address and even prevent disadvantages. In the

final section, we put together different pathways to encourage more inclusive educational

spaces. We have summarised three questions which guide us in structuring the chapter:

• How can learning and teaching methods foster cross-cultural understanding and

create a more inclusive educational space?

• What challenges arise when bringing diverse perspectives into educational practices?

• How can teachers utilise inquiry-based learning, critical pedagogy and feminist

approaches to engage students more meaningfully?

Initial questions

First, before reading the chapter, we invite you to think about three initial questions:

1. Past experiences: Based on your school experiences, what teaching strategies did

teachers use (if any) and what opportunities (if any) did you have to investigate critical

social issues in and beyond the classroom?

2. Future projections: What would you imagine as the benefits and challenges that you

may face when bringing diverse perspectives to learning and teaching methods?

3. Current situations: In your case, what difference would be made if learning and teaching

methods are designed to foster cross-cultural understanding and make educational

spaces more inclusive?
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Introduction to Topic

Introduction to the topic

This chapter brings learning and teaching methods together instead of separating them

into two processes. Education needs learning, teaching and their interactions to take place.

If there are only learning methods, the danger of ‘learnification’ (Biesta, 2009, 2022) is that

learning can become empty if educators do not rediscover the gifts of teaching. If there is

only teaching without learning, it is also problematic as the teaching becomes a one-person

show, which is not showing education as a dialogue between teachers and students.Hence,

learning and teaching methods have to come together.

We have no intention of providing an exhaustive list, and we also see the problem of being

prescriptive. As an alternative, we provide three heuristic case studies from our different

expertise to give examples of what diverse learning and teaching methods can look like and

what they can enable. These include inquiry-based learning, critical pedagogy and feminist

approaches.

The purpose is to provide alternative pathways to replace the traditional authoritarian

model of teaching. We explore education’s liberating potential through transforming

learning and teaching methods. These alternatives are more than technical methods which

aim for higher scores in assessments. None of them can be developed in one day. They

are not magic cures. They take time, but the time you spend with yourself, classmates,

colleagues and students on diversifying learning and teaching towards inclusion also brings

you a sense of achievement.

We are fully aware that you and we all live in a society where institutional settings

and school structures shape learning and teaching practices. By pointing at alternative

pathways, we are not denying these, but also remind you, educators and future educators:

You also hold the power to make learning and teaching more just, democratic and

inclusive.

What makes you different from artificial intelligence is your subjectivity, which is the

key for a human being to develop the transformative potential of learning and teaching

methods. You can think for yourself and talk to people, and be empathetic with others. This

also creates a space for you to think about your own biases, prejudices and privileges along

with the students to learn and unlearn by indulging in an interactional relationship.

In this chapter, we urge the readers to think about the purpose of education and not be

limited to within the school. Classrooms and schools do not exist in a vacuum. They coexist

with a society which is unequal and riddled with issues of class, religion, gender, caste,

etc. When we come together in the classrooms as learners and teachers, we bring along

with us differences based on our identities, along with levels of privilege and disadvantage,

ways of thinking, perspectives, biases, and opinions. Various aspects of our lives come

together. Through this chapter, we propose approaches that can enable teachers to modify
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their learning and teaching methods accordingly to meet the requirements of the learners

and to make the process more engaging and inclusive.

Checking our privileges

In this section, we share personal reflections to illustrate how our identities, privileges, and

lived experiences shape the way we view the world and approach our work. Positionality

is not static; it evolves over time and across contexts, influenced by the intersecting

dimensions of our identities. As an additional resource on positionality and intersectionality,

the OpenTextbook Universal Design for Learning (UDL) for Inclusivity, Diversity, Equity, and

Accessibility (IDEA), features a video of Kimberlé Crenshaw—who first introduced the

concept of intersectionality—that can further enrich your understanding of these

dimensions.

As educators and researchers, understanding these dynamics is essential to fostering

empathy, equity, and inclusivity in our practices.

Through our stories, we aim to offer a window into how power and marginalisation

operate in complex and multifaceted ways. These narratives serve as examples of how

privilege and disadvantage can coexist, shift, and intersect in unexpected ways. They also

reflect our commitment to ongoing self-reflection as a cornerstone of inclusive education.

We hope that by sharing these accounts, we not only demonstrate the value of examining

positionality but also encourage you to reflect on your own. The following examples

highlight how our unique journeys have shaped our perspectives and continue to inform our

contributions to education and research.

Hermione Miao

When I came to study for my PhD in the United Kingdom, someone shouted at me: “Go

back to your country”. Now sometimes when I share my views with people in China, I get

criticised for being “too westernised”. I have no choice but to live in this in-betweenness,

being considered as outsiders in both scenarios by some people ‘loyal to their traditions’.

This was not something I would experience if I stayed where I grew up. I was born and

bred in rural China in a Han (major) ethnicity family. Revisiting my encounters made me

notice that I was born privileged in one place, but disadvantaged in another, then being

dismissed in the first place as I had been to other places. In addition, the more I grew

up, I also faced more situations where people told me “Good girls/women should not do

this…”. I gradually realised that I was not born but rather became a woman. However, I would

also never think like ‘some typical’ feminist, not just due to my other social-economic and

cultural backgrounds, but also I chose to recognise these intersectional dimensions. I have

significant roles to achieve what I want to see as a feminist.

I am now also more aware of my privilege to study for my PhD with my mother’s financial
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support. Not every emerging scholar would have the luxury of studying full-time, I am

grateful for mine. Back in the 1990s, my parents took the opportunity to start a small

business by migrating from a rural village to a mega city in China. I was one in millions of

left-behind children in rural areas when their parents migrated to the cities as breadwinners.

By then, the household registration system in China allowed internal migration (mostly from

rural to urban), but their children could not access these urban state-owned schools. I grew

up with my maternal grandparents and later reunited with my parents through studying

higher education in the city in which they live. Then I followed my passion to study abroad,

trying to find possible routes to make education more inclusive and accessible to all. Over

time, the lack of power and privilege in my school days has transformed to motivate me in

reducing and ultimately preventing education reproducing social injustices.

Akshita Rawat

In India, I belong to a majorly privileged group. Privileged in class, caste, language, and

education but not in gender. Up until my school and also graduation, I was in a more

homogenous crowd where I was in the majority as most students were from the upper or

middle class, upper caste, English speaking, born in the city, etc. Or at least they were the

ones who were “visible”. I did not become aware of my privilege until I was in my post-

graduation (university level) where the crowd was heterogeneous with the majority of the

students being from various parts of India, villages and cities, lower economic backgrounds,

‘lower’ caste, differently abled and who were from marginalised communities. It was during

this time that I was made aware of my privilege, of how deep inequalities still are even

in education, and how upper caste people (who are a minority) hold positions of power

and have even made educational institutes exclusive spaces. It also made me see that

education is a right and even premier and top universities can also be made truly inclusive.

However, when I moved to Europe to pursue my PhD, I became disadvantaged in several

ways due to my race, ethnicity, and language, and the inequalities are more visible to me

than to my peers who are privileged in terms of their race. However, compared to other

people in India or even other minorities here, I am still privileged as it is due to my social,

cultural and economic capital, which is due to my caste and class, that I am able to pursue

a PhD from abroad. I am still privileged but also have several disadvantages in Europe due

to being from South Asia.

Brian Lynam

Living in the Netherlands for the past number of years, I have regularly been excluded

from conversations in Dutch, due to not speaking the local language. This becomes very

apparent in larger groups of people, even though English is very widely spoken and

understood. In contrast, in Ireland I am regularly complimented on being multilingual, which
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gives me extra clout in social interactions. In one country I am linguistically disadvantaged

and in the other, I am quite privileged.

In addition to this, over time, and through my travels across continents mainly in my early

twenties, I became increasingly aware of my socio-economic advantages of being able to

spend long periods of time in countries and cultures that were very distinct from my own. I

have first-hand experience of having minimal difficulties travelling between borders in Asia

and Africa, visa exemptions and unrestricted access to beautiful parts of the world. The

question of citizenship became quite interesting to me, and when I read news reports of the

issues and stress refugees or immigrants face when moving countries, I became cognisant

of the value of my Irish passport and the rights and opportunities it afforded.

These trips abroad, and my life-long interest in meditation and spirituality, have also made

me closely examine my own identity and place in the world, particularly regarding who we

are and where we come from. I am acutely aware of the privileges that have been given to

me in my life, and how it has impacted my upbringing and life experiences in a generally very

positive way. In meditation practice I often focus on deconstructing the thoughts, ideas and

concepts that are most closely related to me, and seeing reality in a more objective manner.

Case Study 1: Critical Pedagogy in Low-Resource Classrooms

As introduced at the beginning of this chapter, Aditi’s classroom offers a compelling

example of the challenges and possibilities within low-resource schools. Her experience

as a teacher working with students from marginalised communities highlights the tension

between privilege and disadvantage, as well as the transformative potential of dialogical

teaching methods. This case study builds on her story to explore the principles of critical

pedagogy, a liberating approach to education that emphasises dialogue, reflection, and

action. By revisiting the dynamics in Aditi’s classroom, we examine how educators can

address structural disadvantages, foster inclusion, and empower students to challenge

systemic inequities. Through this lens, we invite you to consider actionable pathways for

bridging the gaps in privilege and creating more equitable educational spaces.

What is critical pedagogy?

Paulo Freire was a Brazilian educator who played an important role in laying the foundations

of critical pedagogy. In his book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed he describes critical pedagogy

as a liberating form of education that involves praxis which is “reflection and action upon

the world in order to transform it” (Freire, 1970, p.51). It begins with problematising the

social and economic structures and social relations that shape the lives of the people, and

in which schools also function. It views schools as ideological sites, as an embodiment

of the normative values, relations of power, and larger social structure and complicit in

reproducing dominant social relations and structures but also, potentially, as sites of
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emancipation and for challenging the taken-for-granted nature of knowledge (Roberts,

1996). It also means looking critically at our role within the social structure, the

asymmetrical power relations in the society and our privileges, as well as the role we might

play in knowingly or unknowingly challenging or reproducing the values and ideologies of a

repressive and exploitative system (Bartolomé, 2004).

For teachers and students in the classrooms, critical pedagogy is about remaking their

perspectives and lives by critically reflecting on the world, including multiple perspectives,

knowledge structures, and also enabling the students to learn “academic” or “scientific”

knowledge. Within this approach, learners and teachers are encouraged to critically view

their relations with others and their position in the world, and think about the forces that

shape their consciousness (Giroux, 2010). This involves the act of constant remaking,

where teachers and students reflect and critically perceive their social position, not from

abstract ideas and concepts, but from their social position and lived experiences (Freire,

1970).

Critical pedagogy moves away from a more authoritative model of learning and teaching,

which Freire describes as the banking concept of education. In the banking concept, the

learning and teaching methods are dominated by practices of rote learning, a hierarchical

teacher-student relationship, and a prescriptive model of learning and teaching wherein

students are thought of as empty vessels to be filled by teachers (Freire, 1970). It is

inherently anti-dialogical, where knowledge is unchanged and the social reality is treated

as outside the purview of education. By not questioning the nature of reality and the

inequalities in the world, this kind of education serves the interest of those in the position

of power, the oppressors, and contributes to maintaining the status quo. It also kills the

creativity and critical imagination of students and discourages them from posing questions

about what counts as knowledge (Roberts, 1996).

Why do we need critical pedagogy?

Critical pedagogy emphasises the liberating and emancipatory potential of education. By its

very nature, it is problem-posing.

Participants pose problems and begin to question. It is also not limited to classrooms

and has liberation as its purpose through the process of posing and addressing problems

(Roberts, 1996). It introduces the participants to new ways of thinking and gives them

the tools to question dominant ideas, biased and discriminatory social practices and

knowledge to intervene and restructure them (Giroux, 2010).

Critical pedagogy is particularly important for teachers and students who teach and learn

in a diverse context which includes students from lower social and economic backgrounds.

This is because the central characteristic of critical pedagogy is dialogue.

“Only the dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is also capable of generating critical
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thinking. Without dialogue, there is no communication, and without communication, there

can be no true education” (Freire, 1970, p. 73).

Here, we would like to introduce Gayatri Chakrovorty Spivak’s ideas. Dialogue or the act

of speaking is so important especially for students who are from non-dominant social

groups, especially for the marginalised “other” as they are usually spoken for (Spivak, 1989).

They are usually the object of knowledge for others to be appropriated and dialogue is

essential when aiming to learn bidirectionally. It connects education to a larger context

of our identity, social position and power relations. It allows both the teachers and the

students to learn and unlearn their own privileges by entering into a dialogue. This dialogue

allows us to engage with marginal or subaltern communities in a learning process that

does not just result in academic knowledge about the ‘other’, but is useful in developing

theoretical insights about one’s own positionality.

Another reason why critical pedagogy is important is because education is not a neutral

process. It is a reflection of the larger social structure and the inequalities that are present

in the world. In a classroom, the students’ and teacher’s position in the social order are

important factors that interact with how they learn and teach (Bernstein, 2004; Hoadley &

Muller, 2010).

In Aditi’s classroom, the difference in the social class and caste position of the teacher

and the students was significant and it was one of the barriers that prevented them from

having open communication. The students are more used to studying through a lecture-

based approach and have internalised silence. Here, it is important to point out that schools

not only contain an instructional aspect i.e., content taught, what is categorised as

knowledge, how it is taught, etc. but also a moral aspect which includes teaching values,

behaviour, and ways of thinking which are considered as essential and appropriate to exist

in a society (Bernstein, 2004). This shapes what students learn and how they perceive the

world around them and also themselves.

While it is important to take note of the power held by institutional structures, rules

and regulations over classroom processes, it is important to remember that the teacher’s

subjectivity also plays an important role. Teaching is a political act. Often teachers believe

in “meritocracy” that is, if you study hard, you succeed (Bartolomé, 2004). Often teachers

have a deficit lens through which they especially view students who are linguistic minorities,

low socio-economic background or disadvantaged in any other way. It has been described

as a lens of educability i.e., learning potential. Teachers construct a generalised notion

about marginalised students associated with a learning deficiency due to their lower socio-

economic background (Bartolomé, 2004; Majumder & Mooij, 2011). When the model of

teaching is authoritarian, which is based on hierarchising students as “weak” and

“intelligent” and based on a non-dialogic student-teacher relationship, it can lead to the

internalisation of a self-deprecating image wherein the students become fearful of any

pedagogy which pushes them to think freely (Nambissan, 2010).

It is important to point out here that the criticism is not directed towards individual
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teachers but towards a system of education and the attitudes and social relations that

underpin and hold it together (Freire, 1970).

The teacher’s subjectivity interacts with the material realities of the schooling context

which shape the classroom pedagogy. So, an interactional relationship between the

structure of schooling (curriculum, resources used, assessment and evaluation) and also

the subjectivities of teachers and students, creates a space to challenge, learn and unlearn

their own privileges, prejudices and asymmetrical power relations, while at the same time

understanding how students make meaning. In the above-mentioned case study, the

teacher uses the context that students are familiar with to introduce them to new concepts

and ideas. She begins with their immediate surroundings and believes that they already

know things and need help in giving them shape.

What can teachers do to develop this perspective?

The answer is dialogue.

Education is an act of co-creating and making knowledge, but it does not mean that

‘anything goes’. Teachers give direction and structure to learning (Roberts, 1996). They are

interventionists (Freire, 1970). It also does not mean imposing their views on students.

The teacher’s view is not the only view and asking questions is an essential part of the

learning process. They ‘relearn’ their subject continuously. The liberating teacher welcomes

questions and sees them as a sign of critical engagement. Students should critically

engage themselves but there are “inductive” moments where the teachers take initiative to

redirect, take charge and assist. It has to have a clear structure and purpose (Freire, 1970).

The teachers drive the learning process and encourage students to see that reality can be

altered to problematise their current situation (Freire, 1970; Roberts, 1996). The teacher’s

role includes asking probing questions and providing important information, that will enable

them to begin to ask one another questions, to perceive either former perceptions, and

timorously place in doubt the opinion they held of reality, replacing it with a more and more

critical knowledge.

Through critical pedagogy teachers also realise their important role as defenders and

advocates for students. They hold the power to create self-empowering conditions in which

students can play an active role in their own learning and have a voice in the process. They

also have a responsibility to ensure that all students are able to participate in the dialogical

process without feeling forced to speak up. All ideas and views are open to question, either

advocated by teachers or students. This perspective helps both teachers and students

arrive at a critical view of reality and question their own biases and prejudices (Bartolomé,

2004).
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Case Study 2: Inquiry-Based Learning in a Multicultural Context

Imagine an International School in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, which is a very

multicultural and diverse city, and famous for attracting a diverse community from around

the world. The school is located in the suburbs of the city, and is known for offering high-

quality and inclusive education to almost 900 students from varied cultural backgrounds

between its primary and secondary programmes. The school is partly government funded

and partly privately funded, with a management board that is also involved in key decision

making, appointments and the broader concerns of the school.

Here are seven key features of the school.

Curriculum

The international school follows the International Baccalaureate Primary Years Programme

(IB PYP) for its younger students, and the International Baccalaureate Middle Years and

Diploma Programme (IB MYP and IB DP) for its secondary school students. It is a

challenging curriculum, offering an internationally recognised education and one that has

been specifically chosen to meet the needs of the local community. It is a student-centred

approach to education, with a clear emphasis on inquiry-based learning and promotion of

student agency in and outside the classroom.

Inclusive Education

Being a safe, welcome and inclusive school environment is at the heart of the mission and

vision of the International School. Students come from diverse backgrounds, nationalities

and socioeconomic backgrounds and the school ethos is based on creating and

maintaining an atmosphere of respect, collaboration, openness and compassion, in fact,

the 3 C’s of Curiosity, Connection and Compassion are the core values of the school. The

students are encouraged to engage with their own cultural identities, while at the same time

developing intercultural dialogue and cross-cultural understanding between their peers.

Multilingual Education

In this international school, multilingual education and language diversity is celebrated and

within the context of the school, some educational programs aim to teach students in their

own native languages. Combined with this, there are many opportunities for students to

engage in learning additional languages. Throughout the school year, there are specific

weeks whereby a certain language is spoken and promoted throughout the school,

including staff and students using basic phrases and greetings in the building. This

atmosphere inspires all members of the school community to be aware of their own
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linguistic identity whilst at the same time, sets the backdrop for more communication, open-

mindedness and cross-cultural collaboration in a complex and diverse world.

Staff

The international school regularly has representation at job fairs, and has been able to

employ very qualified and dedicated teachers and staff who are very experienced in

international education. Staff members come from a wide range of cultural and linguistic

backgrounds, bringing a rich collection of teaching resources, approaches and perspectives

to the daily life of the school in terms of application, atmosphere and perspectives. In

addition to this, staff are expected to engage in ongoing professional development learning

during their time at this international school, and many of these workshops and learning

programs and certificates are inextricably linked to inclusion and diversity within a school

setting.

Community

The international school community is very strong and united, with a strong connection

between the school, parents and the wider community, with active involvement and regular

communication between all parties. Other local organisations and small businesses are

also willing to participate in school related activities. Some of the ways that this happens in

practice are through parents actively getting involved in school events and activities, acting

as guest speakers on specific topics and local businesses offering to showcase, teach and

inspire students to make their first steps in engaging with the wider community outside

of school. A core belief of the school that is embedded in learning from kindergarten

through to diploma level, is the emphasis on taking action, drawing conclusions and making

connections with the world around them, that is not solely limited to theoretical focus in the

classrooms.

Co-curricular Activities

The school offers a wide range of co-curricular activities for the students, which

complement the academic subjects that are being taught, including chess, taekwondo,

drama, music and many others. Students are encouraged to explore and develop their

interests and talents, and build relationships with their peers while doing so. The school

community is invited to join students when there are exhibitions, competitions or other

activities whereby the school’s students are being represented, all the while ensuring that

school morale and participation is celebrated and valued in a variety of forms and settings.
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School Environment

There is a clear anti-bullying policy in the school, which aims to ensure that all its students

feel protected, respected and most importantly safe. This is communicated clearly on the

school websites, to all students and parents, and actively discussed and visible throughout

the school premises. Students feel valued, they know what is expected of them and there

is a convivial atmosphere based on respect and inclusion. In addition to this, safeguarding

students and child protection is a key aspect of the school’s accreditation standards,

meaning that all staff need to obtain and submit a police clearance regarding suitability to

work in education.

One of the main goals of the international school is to provide an education that is both

holistic in nature, but also prepares students for the increasingly complex global world.

The aim is to guide students to take ownership of their learning and be active participants

in their community, to be open-minded, caring, respectful and knowledgeable, and armed

with the skills to be critical thinkers and clear communicators in their interactions and

connections with the world.

Inquiry-based Learning

Curious minds and eager to learn, inquiry-based learning aims to place learners in the centre

of the learning process, and to encourage students to explore, discover and question. It is

a student-centred pedagogical approach that gives students the opportunity to construct

knowledge and understanding throughout a learning process (Bonnstetter, 1998). In doing

so, they make greater connections between themselves and world, and between ideas and

concepts (Wang et al., 2010). To achieve this, students are encouraged to follow their

interests and passions, research and investigate problems and draw conclusions based

on evidence, all the while interacting and socially collaborating with their peers (Tal et al.,

2019). It is a key component of modern educational practice across many international

schools and educational settings, and with this in mind, will be explored further in relation

to case study 2 above.

Clearly based upon the ideas of constructivism, and indeed the ideas and methods

of scientists to construct scientific knowledge, in inquiry-based learning students use a

learning model or cycle that first inspires them to question, observe a phenomenon,

investigate and test, solve problems and reflect, before eventually reaching a conclusion

or discovery (Keselman, 2003). The levels of inquiry in terms of the degree of autonomy

afforded to students will be explored shortly, but understanding the role of the teacher is

also critical, as is the importance of a positive and open rapport between the teacher and

student (Uno, 1990). One of the main proponents of inquiry-based learning, Kath Murdoch

states, “As an inquiry teacher, you lead and guide, but you must also be prepared to be

led and be guided in turn” (Murdoch, 2015, p. 16). To lead a full inquiry cycle in a school
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setting, encourages learners to develop thinking capacities and internalise skills (Öztürk et

al., 2022) that allow them to take ownership of their learning, and this is done through an

active learning approach (Levy et al., 2009).

MacKenzie (2018) describes four types of inquiry: controlled inquiry, structured inquiry,

guided inquiry and free inquiry, in which different levels of inquiry, autonomy and structural

approaches are designed for a learning cycle or unit. Within all of these approaches,

students are introduced to new resources and materials, ask key questions, investigate,

share and make connections.

Controlled inquiry

In this inquiry process, it is the teacher who creates the questions to be investigated by

the students, including the resources and learning engagements. While students’ input

is limited, there is more autonomy and independence in the research and analysis stage

and the students are responsible for making and sharing their own findings to the topic

questions.

Structured inquiry

This level of inquiry involves the teacher managing the full inquiry process in the classroom,

the type of engagement, materials, activities, questions and methods of assessment.

Students are engaged in the process but have minimal say into the direction or scope of the

inquiry process.

Guided inquiry

In guided inquiry, the emphasis is on student ownership and autonomy as the driver of

the inquiry process, as it is assumed skills and knowledge have been internalised to such

a degree that students can inquire and investigate accordingly. It stops short of being

full free inquiry as the teacher still provides the initial research questions to be used, but

the students will choose the resources to find the answers and ultimately decide how to

demonstrate and show the findings.

Free inquiry

In free enquiry, there is complete autonomy and student ownership of learning. Students

select their own questions to be investigated, find and choose the resources that will help

them answer the questions and finally understand, reflect and share the findings of the

research. In free inquiry, the role of the teacher is to facilitate the student on the learning

journey, to support and ask appropriate questions that will drive their learning. In order for

free inquiry to be effective, students should already be familiar with the inquiry cycle and
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have built up the self-management and research and analytical skills to be comfortable with

this approach to learning. In turn, this will maximise their learning experience and stimulate

learning and connections of ideas and concepts, including their own place in the world

around them.

In case study 2, inquiry-based learning is intended to encourage students to think and act

critically, be engaged learners in the classroom and beyond in their lives, all the while being

an inclusive space whereby students have the opportunity to express themselves without

the traditional elements of indoctrination. In this student-driven process, with a clear focus

on problem-solving skills and research, students explore deeply and make connections with

each other in a collaborative manner. Students inquire and discuss, as well as reflect on

what they have learned in the process. Student skills increase as they progress in an inquiry-

based curriculum, with a more inclusive attitude and respect towards fellow learners, in

addition to greater levels of empathy of learners.

In order to implement inquiry-based learning in case study 2, the International School

in Amsterdam follows a particular inquiry cycle for all schoolgoers, as part of the IB

curriculum. The cycle varies between each phase of learning in terms of language and

accessibility but the common core elements of investigation, research and exploration

are constant. In the early years, students are encouraged to take initiative and ownership

of the learning, build foundational knowledge and build conceptual understanding of

transdisciplinary themes and ideas. The inquiry cycle is clearly designed and synchronised

throughout the school, and once students reach the end of the DP programme, the skills

and abilities to succeed and be prepared for life are very evident in learners. In practice,

the students are inherently familiar with collaboration with other students and groups, the

principles of investigation, research and reflection, and many other facets of an inquiry-

based, student-centred curriculum. The students who graduate from Case Study 2 school

are independent and critical thinkers, the result of initiatives that place the student as the

focal point of the learning and teaching process, and are ready and able to engage with

people in an increasingly globalised, complex and rapidly changing world.

All students should have access to the same inquiry process regardless of their

background, abilities or diversity, and the role of the teacher is to support students on

this journey, through knowing their students’ needs and guiding their students in the most

effective way deemed possible. It is worth discussing the benefits of inquiry-based learning,

not solely in terms of student satisfaction and inclusivity, but also in terms of the abilities

and skills that students develop through its effective application, many of which are lifelong

skills that remain vital throughout a student’s development in later years. There is

substantial literature and studies that highlight students are supported in developing

creativity, reflection, analytical and critical thinking skills (Agrusti, 2013; Friedel et al., 2008).

When this is achieved, and with the required amount of training and professional

development given for staff and teachers (Öztürk, Kaya & Demir, 2022) the inquiry cycle and

more broadly, inquiry-based learning, is an important instructional tool to develop critical
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thinkers for the 21st century and encompassed in the broader scheme of inclusion of all

learners in the learning process and a more equitable society for all.

Case Study 3: Feminist Approaches to Geography Education

Imagine a geographer in your mind. What would they look like? What do you think would

be their daily routines? Why would you imagine them in this way? Yang (2017) asked

Chinese teenagers to draw a geographer and found that students prominently imagined: a

Han Chinese male exploring nature with maps and a magnifying glass. However, university

geography in China is “a field of knowledge imported from the West” (Qian and Zhang,

2022, p.29). Sun et al. (2020) described the foreign impact on Chinese geography as

“inescapable” (p.105). This result reflects several dimensions to re-think inclusion in

education: gender, ethnicities, social and cultural backgrounds, language, etc.

Geography as a school subject is widely taught in most countries (Lambert, 2017).

However, school geography may include knowledge about different parts of the world, but

does not always prepare teachers and students to ask the question on whose knowledge

is visible and what knowledge is chosen. The structural disadvantage is that students may

learn the knowledge as “given” if teachers assume their teaching is “delivering” what is

already there in the curriculum. One way for a teacher to tackle the structural disadvantage

is to actively engage in curriculum making. See the Inclusive Curriculum Making chapter for

more details. Here we provide how to apply feminist approaches in geography education as

an example of a possible pathway.

What can feminist approaches do to make geography education more
inclusive through learning and teaching methods?

Firstly, instead of imagining, teachers and students can look up geographers who

contributed to their textbooks, such as book authors and geographers mentioned in the

textbooks. This is just a beginning as we no longer live in a time where educational

materials are just given textbooks. The International Geographical Union and national,

regional geographical societies and associations have started to recognise women

geographers and geographers from minor ethnicities, and tell their stories with their

inspirational work. There is no need to ‘reinvent the wheel’ if some resources are already

there. For example, Hermione (one of our authors) initiated a Mapping Inspirational Women

project in 2023, brought together resources on a Google world map, interviewed

inspirational women geographers and released them as free podcast series.

Secondly, many secondary geography teachers already knew more geographers than

most students, either from their educational backgrounds (e.g., have degrees in geography)

or professional networks (e.g. subscribe to subject or discipline related associations, like

the International Geographical Union). Teachers must not just see themselves as givers,
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but also learners who are curious to know more about geography, then share their findings

with other learners (e.g., their colleagues and students), as well as listen to what they have

found. The learning and teaching methods became toolboxes one takes along the learning

and teaching journey.

Thirdly, as Freire (1970) argued, schools exists in a society, but can also be the place

where changes begin. Hence, “imagine geographers” would still be appreciated as a

creative method to learn and teach geography for its potential in forward-looking prospects.

However, if we consider a feminist approach to re-design and update our methods, teachers

and educators could identify what is missing in students’ imagination, and share more

diverse and inspirational real life stories with students. In addition, the boundaries of

geography as a subject can also be crossed. For example, many school geography curricula

include the content of plate tectonics and use the map of the ocean floor to prove the

theory of continental drift. However, the brilliant geologist and oceanographic cartographer

Marie Tharp who mapped the ocean floor was not often credited. Studying geography,

as with other school subjects, does not necessarily mean we expect them all to become

geographers, or specialists in one subject.

To educate is to practise freedom (hooks, 1994), finding ways to transform the world

towards a better place for everyone to feel connected and seen. We assume everyone

reading the chapter does not want to encourage racism and sexism in their classrooms, but

are we actually dealing with this well when all the examples we could show to students are

‘classical examples of scholars’? In the age of multiculturalism, teachers and students are

not necessarily only familiar with one country, one culture, and so they are potential agents

of change to rethink and personalise the learning and teaching journey they experience. For

example, Shetterly (2017) told the stories of black women scientists in her nonfiction book

Hidden Figures: The American Dream and the Untold Story of the Black Women Who Helped

Win the Space Race. It was later adapted to a film by the same name. It is not possible nor

necessary to give all examples in this chapter, but rather we wish to point out that a person

can write and add more layers to histories as a feminist approach. Instead of becoming

the only authorised narrator, feminist approaches to learning and teaching invites everyone

to have the will to become a narrator in their own life, and make connections to what they

already know, and what they would like not to be hidden any longer. In other words, it is

an approach to embrace diverse voices which ultimately leads us to the understanding that

education is for everybody.

By bringing the feminist approach to imagine and enact in learning and teaching methods,

we expect new horizontal dialogical relationships could emerge between learners and

teachers (the two roles actually could be fluid, mixed, and definitely not fixed). If you do not

reproduce racial and gender hierarchy, or any kind of privilege in your classroom, then you

have begun to navigate your journey.

1204 | BRIDGING LEARNING AND TEACHING: POSSIBLE PATHWAYS TO MORE INCLUSIVE EDUCATION



More about and more than feminist approaches

In this section, we start by introducing two scholars who could provide insights to diversify

learning and teaching methods, then move to possible ways to get inspiration from their

work in the classroom and other educational scenarios.

Starting from her first major book Ain’t I a Woman? black women and feminism (hooks,

1981), Gloria Jean Watkins became known by readers across the world by her pen name,

bell hooks, a name intentionally not capitalised. Now one can get to know her more through

the bell hooks centre.

In Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom (hooks, 1994), the

Brazilian educator Paulo Freire who developed the critical pedagogy approach explored

above, is mentioned. Paulo Freire and the Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thích Nhất Hạnh

are seen by hooks as two “teachers” who have touched her deeply with their work. She

summarised their influence on her in the name of “engaged pedagogy” (hooks, 1994,

p.13), summarising their similar emphasis on “action and reflection upon the world in

order to change it” (hooks, 1994, p.14). This progressive and holistic education, requiring

engagement in emancipatory pedagogy is not easy, and hooks recognises that this is even

“more demanding than conventional critical or feminist pedagogy” (hooks, 1994, p.15).

Then why would teachers still consider taking this approach for their learning and

teaching methods? One of the reasons hooks gives is its emphasis on wellbeing, not just for

students but also an active commitment to promote teachers’ self-actualisation. Teachers’

wellbeing is promoted if they teach in a way that empowers students, which echoes Thích

Nhất Hạnh’ phrase: teachers as healers. It embeds a Buddhist philosophy that if the one

who helps others is unhappy, they cannot help many people. In other words, if teachers

do not take up self-responsibility to become self-actualised human beings, how could they

help many students to also become self-conscious and go through the process of self-

actualisation?

This is similar to a Chinese saying: “To give people fish is not as good as to teach them

how to fish”. If a teacher intends to teach students to learn in a manner of inclusion, it would

not be possible if they did not learn and learn to teach with a sense of inclusion. The journey

to liberatory education for inclusion is challenging, everyone would struggle, but the reason

to keep it going is that the belief in education should be liberatory for all, should tear down

the power of privilege and authority to empower and inform everyone of their right to an

education. Instead of reinforcing existing systems which lack inclusion, teachers can learn

to embrace their roles as learners, joyfully walking along with their students to make their

way through the world.

However, we do not call the chapter learning and learning methods as we are fully aware

that the risk of transforming an educational vocabulary into a language of learning is empty

(Biesta, 2009; 2017; 2022). Teachers have a unique role by rediscovering teaching. First,

teachers can give what students did not ask for, or something students did not even know
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they could ask for (Biesta, 2022). Some students may never think about checking their

privilege, or think that power in one scenario could be changed into lack of power in another.

These are examples of where teachers can have a gesture to say: hey, look at this! What do

you think?

Second, teachers can give double truth to help students understand the complicated

world. It means that there is not necessarily ONE truth that is universally applicable. For

example, people growing up in East Asia are likely to act differently to someone who has

never lived outside their town in the middle of England. But if they happen to live in each

other’s countries for a while for education or jobs, they are more likely to see each other

and why they have formulated different habits. However, it is unlikely that everyone would

have this personal experience to live in a different country to experience cultural differences

and embrace cultural diversity. Teachers could use existing resources such as The Human

Library Organisation to challenge stigma and stereotypes. By showing that there is one true

knowledge or one way of understanding certain things, teachers show knowledge as well

as the frame in which knowledge is recognised and appreciated. Sometimes either teachers

or students could be in the frame and not realise it, that is why teaching is important to get

someone out of a frame which limits their thinking.

Thirdly, teaching is a practice of giving yourself. Learning, to some extent, is absorbing

what is given. If everyone is only absorbing, then what is taught would be something given

and fixed. Hence, the gesture of teaching matters. When a student in their life has never got

a chance to be exposed to inclusive education, then a teacher does not teach by giving, how

could the student learn? This does not mean the teacher would be always giving themself. It

is likely that the teacher has to first give themself and help students open up to the meaning

of inclusion, which could then be considered engaging. To a certain extent, it would be

very rare for a human being to never experience them being powerless and marginalised.

If a teacher could be an open book to talk about their transformative experience, then it is

likely that this could encourage students to also make connections to their experiences and

appreciate that inclusion in the end, means everyone will benefit from it. It changes some

people’s privilege to power shared by everyone.

In the last part of this section, we would like to introduce a Chinese woman, educational

theorist and reform practitioner: Ye Lan and her Life-practice Educology (2020). Although

her theory’s English translation was published in 2020, her theorisation started in 1983 and

is still in process today. In addition, Ye could be considered as a ‘wild’ feminist (Ye, 2007)

for her reading in gender and feminist studies and her own reflexivity on her career with a

lens of gender. The reason we put ‘wild’ is because Ye is not widely recognised as a feminist

scholar, but known for her theorisation of education and practice wisdom, and reform she

led in Chinese schools. We will not go into much detail about this. The point to make is that

we hope our spotlight on Ye can help you open up your mind on what feminist approaches

could be.

In 1982, Ye went to Yugoslavia and her mentor there showed her that their education
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ideas focus on personal development.By then, the popular idea in China was that education

serves society (Ye, 2013). From then, Ye began to challenge the role of genetic factors

in human development. In 1986, she published an article in Chinese to propose that an

individual as a conscious being has a say in their own development, emphasising that the

genetic factors’ influence fades as one grows older, but one’s agency gets strengthened (as

cited in Ye, 2013). As one’s capability to choose and change their environment is improving,

the final decisive factor is the person themself (Ye, 2013). This is where her life-practice

educology started to emerge.

If the purpose of education is to help one take ownership of one’s life, then classroom

teaching should be considered as an important life experience for both teachers and

students. From 1994, Ye started to collaborate with schools. In the classroom, the reform

focused on exploring how to re-organise textbooks, how to teach, and centring on how to

help students to take an active role. In each class, this reform encourages classmates to

organise their class activities, and manage their class by rotating their ‘managerial role’ to

lead. It was not until 15 years later when she had 10 schools as life-practice schools that

Ye felt that she had confidence to say there is a difficult but possible route for schools

to reform in the existing conditions (Ye, 2013). The fundamental view of Life-Practice

Educology is rooted in a Chinese expression of education, which considers teaching the

knowledge of nature and society to cultivate a self-consciousness of life (Ye, 2020).

From hooks to Biesta then Ye, there is a clear thread of involving teachers as the change-

makers in the classroom. If the teacher does not want to consider engaged pedagogy,

rediscover their gift of teaching, or cultivate self-consciousness, all these ideas would just

be texts on the shelf. The same for our chapter. The learning and teaching methods shall be

explored by teachers first, then in communication with students, and hopefully back to us

and professional communities for further discussions. This cycle of reflection and action

are what we can do together to make learning and teaching methods exploration part of our

life-practice.

Discussion and Concluding Remarks

If we look at all three approaches closely, we will see that all are advocating a type of

educational approach or perspective that treats learners as “subjects” instead of objects in

the learning process. All are interconnected and wish to develop education as a process

of freedom and move away from an authoritarian model of learning and teaching. In

case study 2, students in the international school belong to varied socio-economic and

linguistic backgrounds and nationalities. Even the teaching staff reflects this diversity and

the school tries to be inclusive by adopting a curriculum suited to the needs of the learners

and the context through an inquiry-based approach to learning and teaching methods.

You may have noted that what Paulo Freire describes as the principles of a liberating

education can also be seen being practised in this school. The school aims to promote
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student agency and takes account of the students’ identity and social location. They reflect

critically on their own position in the world and also of their peers. Instead of trying

to create a uniform space, the school celebrates the diversity of the students. In this

manner, it creates a self-empowering space with the help of teachers and students wherein

the knowledge structures and the skills of minorities are also presented as academic

material. This school also questions the dominant pedagogic practices and promotes

working together by engaging not just with textbooks within the schools but with the

outside world as well.

The overlap between critical pedagogy and feminist approaches is evident as bell hooks

refers to and takes inspiration from the works of Paulo Freire. In case study 3, we use

the example of geography education to highlight the possibilities of using dialogue within

a feminist approach. Teachers hold the power to change how learning and teaching take

place within the classroom. They can exercise their autonomy and agency by using

dialogue. Teachers have access to academic knowledge and give direction and structure to

learning and teaching. In this case, teachers can relearn geography along with the students

and also share their own knowledge about diverse geographers to enable students to

develop a comprehensive understanding of geography. This will also help students look

critically at what is geography, what it includes and it excludes. Dialogue which flows both

ways makes it possible to evolve this subject, make connections with other subjects and

also with other cultures and include what might be missing from the official curriculum of

geography in the school.

Inquiry-based learning can be universally applied, indeed one of the main tenets of this

approach is for the teacher to create a safe and supportive learning environment, whereby

students feel comfortable to express themselves openly in groups, to discuss and explore,

all the while with the support of a knowledgeable teacher(s). In case study 1, in an inquiry-

based learning approach, the teacher, may use resources and materials that all students

can relate to and understand. At the start of a unit or inquiry cycle, the teacher, despite

her privileged position, can engage the students with a provocation or learning engagement

that can motivate and interest the students in a meaningful way, that will serve to encourage

the students to investigate, question, research, learn and share. It is not a process that

would happen instantaneously, but allowing the students to ask questions and investigate

can give them a sense of ownership of their learning. With inquiry-based learning, and even

with a young class of students from a disadvantaged background, a teacher who is open

to sharing and empathetic, can radically aid the students to be more critical thinkers over

time. It is important to note that the students may need help with some basic skills to

make these investigations and inquiries happen, but with an effective school policy and

curriculum, learning and teaching will become substantially more effective. This is the very

same point that is relevant to case study 3 and the feminist approaches that we believe are

instrumental in creating learning environments for students that are not only inclusive and

stimulating for the students, but also highlight the importance of the teachers being aware

1208 | BRIDGING LEARNING AND TEACHING: POSSIBLE PATHWAYS TO MORE INCLUSIVE EDUCATION



of their own role in the learning and teaching process, being willing to lead, as well as being

guided by the students (Murdoch, 2015, p 16).

When we bring feminist approaches to look at case study one, one of the connections

is that the teacher does not want to remain in the status quo, but rather wants to take

action. She intentionally finds alternatives to engage children in her classroom from their

lives, and open up pupils’ minds about their potential in education. By doing so, her agentic

move as an individual challenges the whole ‘culture of silence’. However, it will not be

possible if pupils do not respond to her gestures in dialogues. In other words, learning

and teaching emerge in dialogues between teachers and students. There is no doubt

that teachers need to prepare teaching by themselves, students need time to learn by

themselves. Nevertheless, the difference between self-taught and our scenario (learning

and teaching methods) is that even when teachers and students are by themselves, they

have each other in mind. They know they will contribute their part, take the ownership

of learning and teaching, and trust the other will also do their part. Teachers know that

they can ask students for their thoughts, and students can ask teachers more questions.

The thread between feminist approaches and critical pedagogy is that they both see the

human beings behind their role as teachers and students. By bringing their subjectivity into

educational dialogues, privilege could be transformed as ‘catalyst’ for empowerment.

By using a feminist lens to investigate case study two, we can see that inquiry-based

learning again highlights teacher-student collaboration. It may start as teachers being more

curious and guiding students to inquire, but as students grow their curiosity and get more

familiar with inquiry-based learning, teachers can take a back seat. We are aware that the

international school may not fit all students and teachers. Quite a few features look like a

luxury only accessible for those who can afford tuition fees as well as living expenses in a

megacity. Many schools may sit in between case study one (have NGO teachers to support)

and case study two (equipped with dedicated teachers). That is why feminist approaches

are helpful to interpret case study two and inquiry-based learning in a different way. Rather

than dreaming of your school changing into the Amsterdam one overnight, consider tiny

changes that you as a teacher can make in your classroom. It is possible to turn two to three

minutes of your lecture into genius minutes for students to imagine what they would like

to learn in the subject you teach, or encourage them to just search something they would

like to know and share with their classmates and you next time. For example, start your

class with a three-minute ‘ignite talk’ by one student sharing what they are interested in

regarding the subject. The links between feminist approaches and inquiry-based learning is

to recognise that an individual teacher has been given the gift to teach their students, not

by their words, but their gesture to encourage students.

For example, a geography teacher can say: “Hey, I am so happy that you are also so

interested in delicious food. So am I. Would you like to share some of your favourite dishes

with me?” After students share theirs, a teacher can also share. Then the teacher can relate

this to geography, asking if students know where these dishes are originally from, and how
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they travelled to our places. If they know, they are already knowledgeable to share. If not, the

teacher can encourage students to search and share next time. In return, it would be better

if teachers also share some of their knowledge.

Overall, we hope our three examples and their connections to each other can spark your

ideas on updating learning and teaching methods in your scenario. There are no fixed routes

for you to learn and teach, and it is helpful to know what has been explored, then you can

start to create your own ideas. It is not easy to have no step-by-step guide, however, it is

also an opportunity to find what suits you the best.

The message we hope that you can take away from our chapter is this: It is important

for us to acknowledge that the institutional setting and the structure of the school play

an important role in shaping the learning and teaching practices However, the teacher’s

subjectivity also holds the possibility of transforming learning and teaching and working

together with students to help overcome obstacles that lie within the schools and outside.

This allows teachers to work towards a more inclusive approach to education.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=432#h5p-27

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

Choose three to four questions to discuss.

1. Reflecting on the Case Studies provided:

◦ How do the teaching strategies in the case studies demonstrate the principles of

inclusive education?

◦ Which aspects of the case studies do you find most applicable to your future

teaching practice? Why?

2. Personal Application:
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◦ Reflect on a recent learning experience where you felt included or excluded. How

did the teaching methods contribute to this feeling?

◦ Identify one area in your teaching where you can apply the principles of inquiry-

based learning, critical pedagogy, or feminist approaches. What specific actions

will you take to enhance inclusivity and student engagement?

3. Strategies for Teachers:

◦ What are some practical ways teachers can provide meaningful choices to

students in their daily routines to foster a sense of autonomy and inclusion?

◦ Discuss how you can use dialogical methods to address and incorporate

students’ diverse backgrounds and perspectives in your teaching.

4. Overcoming Barriers:

◦ Think about potential barriers to promoting inclusive education in your context.

What strategies can you use to address these barriers?

◦ How can teachers manage and respond to students’ negative emotions

effectively to support their self-determination and engagement?

5. Evaluating Impact:

◦ How do you think fostering inclusive education impacts long-term student

outcomes, such as their career choices and personal development?

◦ Discuss how the principles of critical pedagogy, feminist approaches, and inquiry-

based learning can be applied beyond the classroom to foster lifelong learning

and social justice.
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DIFFERENTIATION
Silvia Dell'Anna; Jessica Lament; Frank J. Müller; and Yasemin Acar Ciftci

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=363#oembed-1

Example Case

Sarah, a novice teacher, is confronted with a very heterogeneous class: some pupils have

already fully mastered much of the proposed content, while others are struggling. She

realizes that the “one size fits all” formula is not only counterproductive, as it demotivates

some and leaves others behind, but also ineffective.

She turns to a colleague for advice and receives some suggestions on how to approach

differentiated instruction. Instead of proposing a series of adaptations, which, while meeting

the needs of some, tend to stigmatize, she decides to revolutionize classroom teaching by

relying on the principles of differentiation. Her gaze quickly turns to the potential and

uniqueness of each pupil’s learning profile rather than their deficits. Instead of offering a

single approach with minor adjustments, she introduces a wide variety of options in her

lessons: hands-on, visual activities like building models, videos, and artistic expression

through drawing and coloring. Throughout the activities, she moves between the groups,

offering personalized guidance and feedback. Sarah understands that students do not all

learn the same way, so she allows different ways to express their understanding: some

students write reports, others give verbal presentations, and some create posters or models.

Not only are the tools available multiplied, but also the opportunities for pupils to interact

with the content and demonstrate what they are learning. More than anything, the teacher

notices the excitement in the eyes of the pupils, who are motivated and more self-confident,

less concerned about measuring up or comparing themselves with their peers. By the end of
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the lesson, every student has engaged with the material in a meaningful way that suited their

strengths and interests. The class finally begins to appear as a learning community. Initially,

the change in perspective requires a planning effort on the part of the teacher, but this is

amply rewarded.

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What is differentiation, and how does it support all learners?

2. Why is differentiation crucial for inclusive education?

3. How can teachers implement differentiated goals to address diverse needs?

4. What strategies help teachers adapt content, process, and product for all learners?

Introduction to Topic

Differentiation is a pedagogical approach to instruction that embraces the various needs

of students, increases meaningful learning, and encourages motivation. It is an important

practice for teachers at every level and subject area to develop consistently, because

it fosters a positive learning environment, as well as, students’ self-determination and

engagement in the learning process.

The term “differentiation” is frequently mentioned in international pedagogical literature,

although it does not always convey the same meaning (Graham et al., 2020; Lindner &

Schwab, 2020). It is often, erroneously, associated with individualisation strategies for

students with disabilities and other special educational needs or to curriculum

differentiation for gifted and talented students. With differentiation we, instead, refer to all

classroom teaching strategies planned, taking into account the characteristics, abilities,

interests, talents, experiences and needs of all students, and based on the main principles

of inclusive education: respecting and valuing diversity, encouraging participation, and

fostering active and meaningful learning of all students (UNESCO-IBE, 2021).
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The most recognised author in the field of differentiation is Carol Ann Tomlinson, a

former teacher who has developed not only a conceptual framework but also an operational

model, showing its applications in all school levels, from preschool to upper secondary

school, and in multiple subject areas, as well as in classroom management (e.g. Tomlinson,

2001, 2014; Tomlinson & Cunningham Eidson, 2003; Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). Other

authors dealing with differentiation tend to refer to Tomlinson’s model to develop guidelines

for teaching planning (e.g., Gregory & Chapman, 2013; Renzulli, 2015).

Tomlinson (2017) presents differentiation as a philosophy of instructional design based

on two main principles: the recognition of all students’ differences and, therefore, the

importance of tailoring learning for all; the acknowledgement of commonalities within the

class group, needed to create a community of learning. According to Tomlinson’s model,

teachers can differentiate through content, process, product, and assessment.

This approach aims to overcome both the traditional model “one size fits all” and the

“micro-differentiation” strategies, which design instruction for a hypothetical average

student and provide support and adjustments only for students experiencing difficulties

(Tomlinson, 2001, 2017).

The application of this ‘philosophy’ of instruction requires a set of knowledge, awareness

and self-reflection on the side of teachers. Tomlinson (2017) affirms that differentiation

needs to be ‘proactive’ (planned in detail in advance), ‘qualitative’ (requiring a transformation

of the assignment and not only its mastery levels) and ‘multiple’ (in terms of content,

process and product).

Approaching this teaching model means transforming one’s set of beliefs about learning

and teaching. Planning differentiated instruction for a specific class group requires multiple

techniques of pre-assessment, ongoing monitoring and summative assessment. Moreover,

to ensure full implementation, teachers need to consider contextual constraints and

available resources. First of all, teachers need to collect information on their students, in

order to define individual profiles for each and to acquire a deep knowledge of the relational

dynamics of that specific class. These documents provide for each student a detailed

description of their characteristics and learning profile, information which are needed to

plan the most appropriate teaching strategies and to offer relevant learning contents.

Based on these profiles, teachers exercise their instructional strategies to meet all needs,

experiment with them and, at the end, verify their effectiveness to constantly improve the

quality of their instructional proposal.

Figure 1 – The cycle of differentiation (inspired by Chapman & King, 2013)
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inspired by Chapman & King, 2013

The planning cycle in differentiation therefore involves a self-reflective effort on the part
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of the teacher who, aware and informed of the heterogeneity of their class (interests,

skills, expectations, preferences), takes this into account at every stage (planning,

implementation, evaluation), and considers this data as an opportunity for monitoring and

self-improvement, in order to make the proposals increasingly effective and personalised.

Why is differentiation important?

Differentiation is a perfect example of an approach that puts the principles of inclusive

education into practice. This is true for two main reasons. On the one hand, it considers the

globality of each student’s learning profile, encompassing not only curricular competencies

but also social-emotional skills, life skills, motivation and interests. This way it ensures

full accessibility of educational activities, it responds to individual needs and supports the

overall development of the individual. On the other hand, differentiation tries to balance

individual needs with the effort to build and maintain unity in the learning community

represented by the class group or school context. Therefore, attention is also paid to social

participation and the quality of relationships in the classroom(Linder et al, 2019).

Is differentiation always inclusive?

An educational proposal tailored for a specific class group, which proves to be effective

and inclusive, may not be successful for another class. At the same time, some teaching

proposals that may, apparently, fall under the concept of differentiation, such as ability

grouping, are not necessarily consistent with the principles of inclusion and may lead in

opposite directions to those initially pursued.

Planning “with all students in mind” (UNESCO-IBE, 2021, p. 17) might not be sufficient

to plan inclusive teaching strategies, even when the teacher has tried to take into

consideration all the information at their disposal about the students. So, every time you try

to apply the principles of differentiation to your teaching proposal, question their ability to

ensure not only learning but also participation and well-being for all students. It is a delicate

balance between the needs of each individual student and that of the whole class, where

students share meaningful learning experiences and build a community with a sense of

belonging (Norwich, 1994).

How is differentiation the same or different from accommodations or
modifications?

Any tailoring that is made to the general education curriculum is considered differentiation.

Both adaptations and modifications fit under the umbrella term differentiation. When a
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student’s needs go beyond differentiation to the general curriculum, then that student, or

group of students, requires specific changes to how the learning happens. Those students

have moved into a more targeted kind of differentiation called accommodations (Education

Service Center, 2020).

If general differentiation and specific accommodations to the learning environment do

not allow the student to reach their full potential, then that student may need targeted

modifications that actually alter what the student is learning. Whether it is changing the

learning targets to reduce the amount of content that the student needs to know at the end

of the year or teaching the student at a lower grade level, if the goals are different than the

curriculum, that is considered a modification (McGlynn & Kelly, 2019).

As seen in Figure 2, differentiation, accommodations, and modifications have their place

in supporting student learning. They fit together to provide the appropriate amount of

support to create optimal student learning.

Figure 2 – Differentiation versus accommodations or modifications
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Region 10 Education Service Center (2020)

When we consider how specific accommodations and modifications fit within

differentiation, it becomes clear that differentiation is essential for all students. Every

learner has unique strengths and areas of potential that can be built upon, and

differentiation provides the opportunity to nurture these. Students with disabilities require

tailored approaches, just as neurotypical students or those working at grade level do.

Similarly, all students possess areas of ‘giftedness’—whether in academics, creativity, social

skills, or other domains—and these talents can flourish with differentiated learning

opportunities (Seitz Pfahl, 2013). By embracing this inclusive perspective, differentiation

benefits everyone, ensuring each student is challenged, supported, and engaged in

meaningful ways.
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How can teachers provide differentiated learning opportunities?

How can teachers approach differentiation for the first time?

Tomlinson (1999, 2001) affirms that all teachers differentiate, with different modalities

and gradations. Some teachers differentiate only some aspects but do it for all students

(e.g., learning contents, learning materials), others differentiate only for some students.

A good way to approach differentiation for the first time could be to ask yourself what

you are already differentiating (content, processes, product) and for whom (for the whole

class, some students or only for one student), and then to define what are your goals

in this matter. What would you really like to improve in your teaching strategies to make

them more inclusive? What are the aspects that do you perceive as most important to your

class group right now? Define a short list of goals for planning according to differentiation

model, such as establishing new routines in classroom management, organising learning

groups or assigning learning materials. When you are clear about what you would like to

accomplish, you start thinking about what information you need about your students and

your classroom.

How can teachers use assessment for differentiated instruction?

According to the differentiation approach, assessment is a key element in instructional

design. To plan effectively differentiated instruction, many authors suggest relying on

multiple forms of assessment (Tomlinson et al., 2009; Chapman & King, 2013). Specifically,

we can distinguish three main phases of assessment:

• pre-assessment or diagnostic assessment: to know students, define initial

competences and needs and plan goals;

• on-going monitoring and formative assessment: to monitor students’ progresses and

well-being, and to provide constant feedback;

• final (summative and/or formative) assessment: to inform students about their

outcomes and to provide useful feedback on the whole unit learning experience.

Moreover, this information constitutes a significant indicator of teaching effectiveness,

as they allow teachers to reflect on the appropriateness of the learning objectives and

teaching strategies chosen, as well as enabling an update of the students’ profile and more

careful and targeted future planning.
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What data are teachers going to collect for initial multidimensional assessment?

To consider the globality of each student’s learning experience and needs, teachers need

information not only on academic but also social-emotional and adaptive skills, as well

as motivation and interests. Tomlinson (1999, 2001, 2014) underlines, in particular, three

aspects: readiness, interests and learning preferences. Based on the principles of inclusive

education, we believe that the list could be more extensive and articulate (see Table 1).

Table 1 – Collecting information on your students
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Academic
readiness Knowledge (know and understand)

Skills (do)

Socio-emotional
competencies

Self-awareness

Self-management/Self-regulation

Social awareness

Relationship skills

Responsible decision-making

Social
relationships in the

class

Friendships

Collaboration

Marginalisation / Bullying

Attitudes
towards…

School / Learning (motivation)

(Specific) subjects

Diversity

Learning profile

Preferences about learning materials (e.g., reading, listening, watching a
video)

… about the learning environment (e.g., outdoor learning, silence/music, light,
etc.)

… about types of activities (e.g., verbal/linguistic, visual/spatial, bodily/
kinaesthetic, musical/rhythmic, logical/mathematical)

… about preferred product (e.g., oral presentation, written task)

… about relations during class activities (individual/pair/group)

Interests

Interests in curriculum areas

… related to out-of-school activities (e.g., sports, music and other free-time
activities)

Basic skills E.g., using scissors, going to the bathroom, …

Others

Critical thinking

Self-determination

Ambitions (e.g., further education and training, working career)

Not all of this information is essential for all students and all situations. Each teacher

decides what is relevant for that class group, for that specific context, for that specific

subject. Therefore, the list could be even longer or include only a couple of elements.

1224 | DIFFERENTIATION



Teachers approaching differentiation for the first time may choose to select a few items

and, as time progresses and the experience accumulates, continue to enrich the individual

student records and class group descriptions.

As differentiation tries to balance individual needs with the effort to build and maintain

unity in the learning community represented by the class group or school context, attention

is paid to individual aspects but also to social participation and the quality of relationships

in the classroom. For example, in a poorly cohesive class a teacher might give priority to

social-relational aspects and attitudes, in another where there are many students who show

little interest and behavioural problems, to motivation and hobbies, in another where there

are multiple levels of readiness to analyse curricular knowledge and skills.

This way, on a case-by-case basis, teachers ensure full accessibility of educational

activities, respond to individual needs and support the overall development of the individual.

How to collect data for initial multidimensional assessment?

Teachers have a variety of tools at their disposal to obtain this information, such as

individual interviews, questionnaires or observation, and can select the most appropriate

ones according to the situation and the type of information needed. For example, when

working with small children, teachers may opt for observation, while when working with

adolescents could prefer questionnaires. They may also decide for a certain type of

instrument according to its ease of administration (e.g., time and resources constraints).

Much therefore depends on the teacher’s decision, on their considerations and on their

creativity. Teachers can take inspiration from tools proposed in the literature or develop

their own. The same applies to the choice between instruments that are more quantitative

(e.g., standardised tests) or qualitative (naturalistic observation, class discussion). To

ensure reliability of information, however, we suggest combining several different

instruments.

Furthermore, for qualitative instruments or for instruments aimed at understanding

classroom dynamics, we suggest a comparison with colleagues, who might offer a different

perspective (e.g., observation, Moreno’s sociodrama).

Table 2 – Instruments for gathering information on your students
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Instrument Examples

Standardised test Entrance test in maths, science, English, …

Class/group activities Brainstorming on initial competencies (e.g., defining a concept and making
concrete examples), know/want-to-know/learned, …

Questionnaire Self-evaluation of initial competencies questionnaire, questionnaire on
attitudes, questionnaire on wellbeing, …

Playful activities Ice breakers games, …

Observation Structured observation with a grid during individual or group activities,
recording critical incidents, …

Sociogram Sociograms to identify popular and isolated students, clusters and/or group
dynamics.

Self-representation Glyphs, drawings about learning preferences or learning environment, ….

One-to-one meetings
with the students E.g., to discuss individual challenges and competencies, ….

Group discussion E.g., about relationships and wellbeing in the classroom, about interests, …

… …

Let’s take an example. At the beginning of a new school year and cycle, such as the first

year of middle school, a teacher may need to assess his or her students’ study strategies,

self-regulation and collaboration skills, and motivation. The quickest and simplest way

might be to administer a brief self-assessment questionnaire and, afterwards, organise

a short class discussion on the students’ answers. This could be a good opportunity to

identify possible strategies to support each student’s learning and motivation.

EXAMPLE 1 – Self-evaluation questionnaire

1
(rarely)

2
(sometimes)

3
(often)

4
(always)

I can ask for help if I am having difficulty

I can handle stress and frustrations at school

I can be self-motivated when I learn

I can work in groups and collaborate with my peers

I can organise myself effectively when studying alone
(e.g., timing, strategies)

I listen to and respect opinions different from my own

Example inspired by Tomlinson, C.A., & Imbeau, M.B. (2010). Leading and managing a

differentiated classroom. Association Supervision for Curriculum Development.
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Let us take another example. Suppose that a teacher wants to organise group activities

but, the first time, encounters difficulties in managing the class group. She/he could set up

a semi-structured observation grid to monitor each student’s difficulties and the relational

dynamics in the classroom during group activities. She/he could also ask a colleague

to apply the same instrument during his/her group activities with the same class, to

understand whether the problem concerns specific students, who need more support or

specific adaptations, or if the challenges are due to unsuitable instruction strategies or

materials. This would represent an opportunity to enhance collaboration between teachers,

to share perspectives on a group class or on specific students, and to exchange ideas on

classroom management and learning material design.

EXAMPLE 2 – Semi-structured observation grid (author-created example

Group activity
STUDENT: ________________

1 (rarely) 2 (sometimes) 3 (often) 4 (always) Notes

Communication/Interaction

Collaboration

Focus on task

Self-regulation

Autonomy

Time management

Activity engagement

…

How can teachers make use of differentiated goals?

Often national or local curricula provide an orientation framework, which is then adapted

to the respective context in school-internal curricula. The selection of appropriate targets

should be based on the current competencies and interests of the students and the

requirements of the national/local curriculum and the school’s internal curriculum. The

conditions of learning recorded in the assessment play an important role in ensuring

that learners are not over- or under-challenged. When students with completely different

learning needs learn together, it is important to keep in mind that some of the goals might

be different. At the same time, it is important to realise that the goals of students with

very different starting points do not have to be different. As we will show in the section on

teaching and learning strategies, changing framework conditions (support systems, time,

space) can also contribute to achieving essentially the same goals.
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How do the goals relate to the curriculum and class objectives?

At the same time, it is important to keep in mind that some learners will not be able to

achieve certain goals regardless of the support they receive. These learners will especially

benefit from differentiated learning goals. Even with differentiated goals it is important

to offer everything to all learners (materials of all levels) to prevent limiting them and to

support them to reach their highest potential. Also, learners might jump ahead or take more

time to reach essential goals.

How can goals relate to social skills?

In some countries, social, personal and action competences have been included in the

curricula alongside subject-related competences (e.g., Germany, Ireland).

For inclusive education central goals, that are not subject related is to ensure children are:

• able to relate to others,

• can communicate and work together with others,

• can express their needs and

• can ask for support to reach their goals as tools to develop autonomy.

These social skills may need differentiated goals for some learners as well. The individual

goals might be related to the different dimensions of social skills (Figure 3).

Figure 3 – The empirical-adapted “Dimensional Model of Social Skills – DMSS”.
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Based on Struck and Franz (2020)

The dimensions of social skills outlined in Figure 3 provide a structured framework for

understanding and addressing these goals within inclusive education. For example, the

ability to relate to others connects directly to the “Relationship Shaping” dimension, which

includes elements like group cohesion, motivation, and respectful interaction. Effective

communication and collaboration align with the “Communication” dimension, emphasizing

skills such as common exchange, planning and moderating conversations, and listening.

Expressing needs is supported by the “Empathy” and “Feedback” dimensions, focusing

on personal feelings, sensitivity, and adopting perspectives. Finally, the ability to ask for

support is encompassed within the “Cooperation” dimension, with components like

providing, seeking, and accepting assistance. Differentiated goals for individual learners
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can draw on these dimensions to create tailored pathways for developing autonomy and

fostering inclusive environments.

How can teachers include students’ perspectives (needs and interests) into
the selection of goals?

Teachers can use 1:1 interviews, group feedback, and mentoring models to understand

students’ perspectives. It is essential to be mindful of power dynamics within the group

and between students and teachers, creating structures that enable all students to voice

their thoughts freely—including the opportunity to question and critique teaching

practices—without fear of negative consequences.

For students who do not communicate verbally, augmentative and alternative

communication (AAC) tools such as visual aids, communication boards, or speech-

generating devices can enable expression. Observational methods are equally

crucial—teachers can analyse gestures, facial expressions, and engagement during

activities to understand preferences and needs.

Collaborating closely with parents and caregivers is essential, as they offer valuable

insights into the child’s communication style, interests, and behaviors across different

contexts. Regular exchanges of information through meetings, communication logs, or

informal check-ins help build a comprehensive understanding of the student’s needs and

preferences, ensuring consistency between home and school environments.

Incorporating multisensory activities and tools like eye-tracking technology can further

reveal students’ choices and interests, even in the absence of spoken language. Teachers

can also collaborate with parents and caregivers to leverage shared knowledge about the

child’s communication style and preferences. Frameworks like the SCERTS model (Social

Communication/Emotional Regulation/Transactional Support) and the Mosaic Approach

provide structured ways to include diverse forms of communication, helping teachers

interpret nonverbal cues and create opportunities for students to express themselves. By

combining these strategies, teachers can meaningfully include all students’ voices in goal-

setting and ensure their needs and interests are prioritised.

By adopting these strategies, teachers can create learning environments that are

responsive to individual student needs and promote active participation in setting learning

goals. This student-centered approach is reflected not only in daily classroom practices but

also in broader educational models.

One example from progressive secondary schools in Germany, such as Stadtteilschule

Winterhude, illustrates how structural changes can support student agency. In these

schools, structured learning modules are offered for each subject in dedicated rooms (e.g.,

one room for Math, one for German, and one for English), allowing students to choose

daily which room to attend and which subject or topic to focus on. Students set their own
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daily learning goals based on their interests and needs, which they document in personal

logbooks. This practice encourages self-reflection and helps track progress over time.

To ensure balanced learning and prevent any subject from being overlooked, students

participate in bi-weekly evaluation talks with teachers. These reflective conversations

provide an opportunity to review progress, discuss challenges, and adjust goals as needed.

Assessments are tied to individual modules and can be taken multiple times, emphasising

the documentation of learning and understanding rather than serving as a judgment of

abilities. This approach fosters a growth mindset, where learning is seen as an ongoing

process rather than a one-time performance.

How can we balance the curriculum and the needs and interests of the
students?

Achieving a balance between the structured curriculum and the diverse needs and interests

of students is a critical aspect of differentiated instruction. This balance can be attained

by adopting a flexible approach to curriculum delivery, where educators integrate student

interests into the framework of the existing curriculum. Teachers can start by identifying

core learning objectives and then explore creative ways to connect these objectives with

students’ interests and experiences. For instance, a lesson in history could be linked to

contemporary issues that resonate with students, making the subject more relevant and

engaging. Additionally, incorporating a variety of instructional strategies, such as project-

based learning or inquiry-based approaches, can cater to different learning styles while

adhering to the curriculum standards. It is also vital to create a classroom environment that

values student voice, encouraging them to express their interests and learning preferences.

This ongoing dialogue helps educators to continually adapt and refine their teaching

methods to suit the evolving interests of their students. Through such practices, educators

can not only ensure curriculum fidelity but also create an inclusive and stimulating learning

environment that motivates all students to engage deeply with their education (Schiefele,

1991).

Can the computer select the goals?

In the realm of differentiated instruction, the role of technology, particularly computers,

in goal setting is a nuanced topic. While computers offer immense potential in analysing

student data, providing personalised learning paths, and even suggesting learning goals,

the selection of these goals should ideally remain a human-driven process. This is because

computers, despite their advanced algorithms, may not fully comprehend the complexity

and subtleties of individual student needs, interests, and socio-emotional factors. Teachers,

on the other hand, can interpret data with a deeper understanding of the students’ context,

backgrounds, and classroom dynamics.

Additionally, the process of goal-setting should actively involve students, empowering
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them to take ownership of their learning. When students collaborate with teachers in

defining their goals, it fosters self-regulation, motivation, and a deeper connection to their

educational journey.

It is also critical to consider the ethical implications and potential biases in algorithms.

Decisions based solely on computational suggestions could unintentionally reinforce

inequities or overlook the diversity in classrooms. Teachers, therefore, play a vital role in

ensuring that the ethical dimensions of goal-setting are addressed, aligning technological

inputs with inclusive, equitable practices.

The fluid nature of classroom environments and the broader contexts of students’

lives—such as their emotional states, cultural backgrounds, or personal

experiences—further underscore the limitations of technology in this area. Computers,

despite their precision, cannot fully account for the dynamic and multidimensional aspects

of human development.

As technology continues to evolve, teachers’ roles may shift, requiring them to act as

critical facilitators who assess and adapt technological recommendations to align with

the holistic needs of their students. Preparing teachers for this evolving role through

professional development and equipping students with the digital literacy necessary to

critically engage with AI tools is essential to maintaining a balanced and future-ready

approach.

Even in times of multimodal AI and the rise of multimodal robotics, the selection of goals

should remain in the hands of students and teachers. This ensures that while benefiting

from technological advancements, educational goals stay rooted in a holistic

understanding of student development, encompassing academic, social, and emotional

learning needs.

How can teachers differentiate content in their classrooms?

Content is what students need to know, understand and be able to do as a result of a

section of study (IRIS Center, 2022; Tomlinson, 2001). That is, it is the “stuff” we teach

and want students to learn (Tomlinson & Cunningham Eidson, 2003). National, state, and

local standards for teaching content provide teachers with guidance on what they should

teach. However, a set of standards is unlikely to provide complete and consistent content.

The content is therefore defined also by local curriculum guides and textbooks. Content

is typically derived from a combination of sources. However, one of the most critical

factors in determining the content is the teacher’s knowledge of both content and students

(Tomlinson & Cunningham Eidson, 2003).

Content knowledge refers to the body of knowledge (facts, theories, principles, ideas,

vocabulary) that teachers must master to be effective (UNESCO, 2022). Although effective

teaching relies heavily on a deep understanding of the subject matter, mastering this alone

is insufficient. Shulman (1986) emphasises that teaching requires not only knowledge of
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the facts and concepts but also a comprehensive grasp of how the subject fits into its

broader discipline and curriculum (UNESCO, 2022). In addition, he also states that teachers

need to understand why a particular subject is particularly central to one discipline, while

another may be somewhat secondary (Shulman, 1986).

According to Shulman (1986), in addition to content knowledge and curriculum

knowledge, teachers need pedagogical content knowledge. “Pedagogical content

knowledge is a type of knowledge specific to teachers and is based on the ways in which

teachers relate their pedagogical knowledge (what they know about teaching) to their

subject knowledge (what they know about what they teach). It is the integration or synthesis

of teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and subject matter knowledge that constitutes

pedagogical content knowledge.” (p. 14). Pedagogical content knowledge enables teachers

to “know how to organise and present content in ways that make it accessible to

increasingly diverse groups of learners” (Shulman, 1987, as cited in Cooper & Alvarado,

2006, p. 5; UNESCO, 2022). The link between content and pedagogical knowledge

determines teachers’ decisions about materials, teaching approaches, assessment of

students’ learning, and feedback, among others (Cooper & Alvarado, 2006; Bold et al., 2017;

UNESCO, 2022). In this context, pedagogical content knowledge is “a conceptual map of

how to teach a subject” (Villegas-Reimers, 2003, p. 39).

Another critical factor in determining the content is teachers’ knowledge of their

students. Content can be differentiated in response to the student’s readiness level,

interests, or learning profile, as well as in response to any combination of readiness,

interest, and learning profile (Tomlinson, 2001). Because students’ readiness, interest, and

learning profiles vary, it is important to diversify or differentiate content in response to these

students.

Building upon these foundational concepts, the Technological Pedagogical Content

Knowledge (TPACK) framework extends Shulman’s idea of pedagogical content knowledge

by incorporating technological knowledge (Mishra & Koehler, 2006). The TPACK framework

highlights the dynamic interplay between content, pedagogy, and technology, emphasising

that effective teaching requires not just expertise in these areas individually, but an

integrated understanding of how they interact to enhance student learning.

Technology plays a pivotal role in differentiation by providing diverse and adaptable

tools that meet the varying needs of students. Digital tools such as interactive simulations,

educational software, and learning management systems allow teachers to present content

in multiple formats, catering to different learning styles and preferences (Koehler, Mishra,

& Cain, 2013). Additionally, technology enables the creation of adaptive learning

environments where content can be personalized based on students’ readiness levels and

progress, offering both remediation and enrichment opportunities as needed (Tomlinson &

Strickland, 2005).

Moreover, technology facilitates differentiated assessment practices, providing

immediate feedback and data-driven insights into student learning. Formative assessment
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tools, such as online quizzes and e-portfolios, allow for real-time monitoring of student

progress, enabling teachers to adjust instruction accordingly (Puentedura, 2013). This

continuous feedback loop supports a more responsive and inclusive approach to teaching,

ensuring that all students receive the support they need to succeed.

In summary, the integration of technology within the TPACK framework is essential

for implementing differentiated instruction effectively. By leveraging technological tools in

conjunction with strong content and pedagogical knowledge, teachers can create flexible,

engaging, and inclusive learning environments that address the diverse needs of their

students.

How do teachers differentiate content according to student readiness?

Readiness refers to a student’s level of knowledge and skill regarding the given content

and is a student’s proximity to learning goals at a given time (Tomlinson, 2014); it is the

place where the student is according to where the learning objectives say the student

should be (Hockett, 2018). Students’ readiness levels can be affected by their background

knowledge, life experiences, or prior learning about a course or content, and their readiness

levels may also vary according to courses or content areas. Student readiness is not a

fixed factor. Sometimes a student who has a marked difficulty in learning one subject may

have a surprisingly large amount of background knowledge on another subject. In this

case, the student may be ready for more advanced studies than is usually expected. On

the other hand, students who are usually quite advanced may miss some prerequisites

in a subject or be distracted by other subjects in their life. In this case, they may need

more solid experience to be successful. For this reason, teachers should use various

assessment methods in order to determine the readiness level of students for any content

and differentiate the content according to student needs based on the assessment data

they have obtained.

How do teachers differentiate content according to student interests?

Another student characteristic considered in differentiated instruction is interest. Interest

is what the student enjoys learning, thinking and doing and is a great source of motivation.

Students’ interests are topics and/or processes that arouse curiosity and inspire passion

(Santangelo & Tomlinson, 2009; Tomlinson, 2005a, 2005b). The purpose of interest

differentiation is to help students connect with new knowledge, understanding, and skills

by promoting intrinsic motivation by uncovering connections to what they already find

attractive, intriguing, relevant, and valuable (Tomlinson, 2003). Differentiation by interest

means creating instruction based on the interests students bring to the classroom, or

offering students options within an instructional stack that they want to dive deeper into

(Tomlinson, 2001) and this allows educators to connect students and engage them in a

lesson (Tomlinson, 2001, 2003).
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For example, environmental pollution, global warming, recycling, etc., which constitute

a unit related to the environment. The student’s choice of topics will reveal the student’s

interest in any of these topics.

How do teachers differentiate according to learner profiles?

The learning profile, on the other hand, refers to the wide variety of ways in which students

differ in how they prefer to deal with the content, process, and product, according to

Tomlinson (2003). A student’s learning profile is a complete picture of their learning

preferences, strengths, and challenges. According to Tomlinson and Imbeau (2010), a

student’s learning profile is shaped by four elements and the interactions among them:

learning style (a preferred contextual approach to learning), intelligence preference (a hard-

wired or neurologically shaped preference for learning or thinking), gender (approaches to

learning that may be shaped genetically or socially for males versus females) and culture

(approaches to learning that may be strongly shaped by the context in which an individual

lives and by the unique ways in which people in that context make sense of and live their

lives). The purpose of differentiation by learning profile is to help students learn in the

ways they learn best and to expand the ways in which they can learn effectively. Because

students are more productive in their learning when they are allowed to work in ways that

are comfortable for them.

The three basic characteristics of students, briefly described above, are critical in

differentiating the content. Strategies such as tiered content, learning contracts,

compacting, providing a variety of materials, presentation styles, scaffolding are used to

differentiate content (IRIS Center, 2022).

What kind of strategies could teachers use to differentiate content?

Tiered Content

The strategy of tiering content is based on students’ readiness levels. The purpose of

differentiating content according to readiness levels is to match the material or information

students are asked to learn with their reading and comprehension capacity. Tiering content

according to student readiness levels encourages students to start learning from where

they are at the moment and allows students to work on challenging tasks in a way that suits

them. When teachers differentiate content, all students complete the same type of activity

(e.g., worksheet, report) (IRIS Center, 2022), but the difficulty or complexity of the content

varies.

A task matched to student readiness takes the student’s knowledge, understanding and

skills slightly beyond what the student can do independently. A good readiness match

pushes the learner slightly outside their comfort zone and then provides support in bridging

the gap between the known and the unknown. Tomlinson and Cunningham Eidson (2003,
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p. 30) provide examples of small group experiments based on preparation and interest as

follows.

Divide students into groups of three or four and give each group the instructions for

its assigned experiment. There are seven experiments in all, designed at varying levels of

complexity and listed here from most complex to least complex:

• Experiment A: How can we determine relative humidity? (version 1)

• Experiment B: How can we determine relative humidity? (version 2)

• Experiment C: How can we determine the direction of the wind?

• Experiment D: How does air move?

• Experiment E: Does air have weight?

• Experiment F: Does air take up space?

• Experiment G: Does air have movement?

Each group carries out its experiment based on the question. Students are provided with

a recording sheet as a place to collect their data as they work towards answering their

questions, which has different levels of scaffolding. For students who need more support

they have more specific steps or sub-steps versus students who are ready for a greater

challenge who have just questions and space for documentation on their worksheet. They

record all of the information required to sufficiently answer their science question. The ways

that students can record their knowledge may also differ depending on how comfortable

they are with scientific measurements and quantities or if they are explaining themselves

using more common words. Lastly, students create a plan for how they will share their work

with the rest of the class including the methods that they used and what they found in

their research. Ultimately, the class will want to know if they answer their questions and

what proof they have. Each group will have the opportunity to share their work and their

experience based on the level of learning that they accomplished.

Differentiation Through Open and Closed Tasks

Differentiation through open and closed tasks is an effective instructional approach

(Tomlinson, 2021, 48) across subject areas, including mathematics, sciences, and

humanities, that caters to diverse student needs and abilities. This method involves using

both structured (closed) and flexible (open) activities to engage students at various levels

of understanding and skill. By blending the strengths of both types of tasks, teachers create

inclusive classrooms that value student diversity and provide multiple entry points into

learning.

Closed Tasks

Closed tasks are structured with predetermined outcomes and clear instructions. They are
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particularly effective for assessing foundational knowledge and skills, benefiting students

who thrive on structure and need concrete guidance (Tomlinson, 2021, 48). These tasks are

widely applicable across disciplines.

Examples in mathematics include:

• Multiple-choice questions (e.g., “What is the sum of 15 and 9?”)

• Fill-in-the-blank exercises (e.g., “Solve for x: x + 7 = 12.”)

• Step-by-step math problems (e.g., “Simplify: 2(3x + 4) – 5.”)

Examples in other subjects include:

• Labeling tasks in science (e.g., labeling given parts of a plant or an ecosystem).

• Identifying elements of a story in English literature (e.g., “Identify the protagonist and

setting in the story.”)

• Timeline tasks in history (e.g., “Place these historical events in chronological order.”)

Open Tasks

Open tasks, in contrast, allow for multiple solutions and approaches. They encourage

creativity, higher-order thinking, and problem-solving (Bahar & Maker, 2015), making them

particularly effective for fostering deeper engagement (Hertzog, 1998). Open tasks also

provide opportunities for students to showcase their unique abilities and strengths, making

them a powerful tool for differentiation in inclusive classrooms. Unlike closed tasks, open

tasks do not require the creation of separate materials for different levels of readiness;

instead, they can be used by all students, allowing them to engage with the task at their own

level and in their own way (Zohrabi & Hassanpour, 2020).

Examples in mathematics include:

• Finding multiple fraction pairs that add up to 7/8.

• Constructing rectangles with a given perimeter using various dimensions.

• Creating word problems using a specific fraction but allowing for different correct

answers. (e.g. Create a story problem where 3/4 of something equals a number you

choose. Solve for the total.)

Examples in other subjects include:

• Designing a poster for a historical event, including important figures and outcomes.

• Writing a diary entry from the perspective of a character in a novel or a historical

figure.

• Creating a piece of artwork inspired by a theme discussed in class, such as

“community” or “change.”
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• Developing a science experiment to explore how light travels through different

materials.

To help students orient themselves and succeed with open tasks, teachers can provide

examples of possible approaches, offering inspiration while leaving space for individual

creativity (Tomlinson, 2021, 48).

Medium-Open Tasks for Balance

Medium-open tasks provide a balance between open and closed tasks, offering enough

structure to guide students while still allowing for creative expression. These tasks are

particularly effective for scaffolding students into more open-ended problem-solving.

Examples include:

• Drawing (of) an ecosystem and labeling all the parts the student knows (without

blanks).

• Creating a timeline with optional categories for additional historical events.

• In mathematics:

◦ Turning a closed question into an open one:

▪ Closed: What is half of 20?

▪ Open: 10 is a fraction of a number. What could the fraction and the number

be?

◦ Removing constraints:

▪ Closed: There are 12 apples on the table and some in a basket. In all, there

are 50 apples. How many apples are in the basket?

▪ Open: There are some apples on the table and some in a basket. In all, there

are 50 apples. How many apples might be on the table?

◦ Using adaptive tasks:

▪ These tasks contain multiple starting points and solutions for students of

different levels, allowing every student to participate and be challenged

appropriately . For example: “Here you have 24 wooden cubes. Which

cuboids can you build with them? Make a note of the ones you have already

found. How many can you find?” (Leuders & Prediger, 2016 in Bardy et al.,

2021, 33)

Benefits of Open Tasks

Open tasks are a versatile and effective strategy for differentiation. They:

• Accommodate mixed abilities by allowing students to engage at their own level.

• Empower students to make decisions and develop their own thinking processes.
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• Encourage students to make connections, generalise ideas, and justify their

reasoning.

• Provide opportunities for creativity and self-expression across a variety of subject

areas.

Balancing Open and Closed Tasks for Differentiation

Using a combination of open and closed tasks enables teachers to:

• Cater to diverse needs: Closed tasks ensure foundational skills are addressed, while

open tasks encourage creativity and exploration.

• Support different learning profiles: Students who thrive on structure benefit from

closed tasks, while those who enjoy autonomy excel in open tasks.

• Encourage inclusive participation: By providing both types of tasks, all students can

engage meaningfully and demonstrate understanding.

By combining these approaches, teachers foster an inclusive learning environment that

values both structure and flexibility. This ensures all students can engage meaningfully,

build confidence, and express their strengths in unique ways.

Differentiation matrix

The differentiation matrix developed by Ada Sasse (2014) offers a structured tool to design

lessons that address the heterogeneity of a learning group. This matrix enables educators

to balance cognitive and thematic complexity in their lesson planning, fostering inclusive

learning environments where students with varying levels of ability can work collaboratively

on the same topic.

Figure : Differentiation matrix for the “Europe” lesson plan for a mixed-age class with

grades 1 to 4
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–
Assignment
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(material)
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– Federal
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and plot
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action
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Germany
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– Germany
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commonality (play
money)
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vocabulary

– Food from
France,
French
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Germany Neighbouring
countries Europe Presentation

topic Country 2

Source: Sabine Lada and colleagues at the Maria Montessori State Community School in

Jena (Sasse 2014)

For instance, the “Europe” matrix used at the Maria Montessori State Community School

in Jena illustrates how teachers can tailor activities to different cognitive levels while

maintaining thematic unity. Practical actions, such as recreating Italian dishes or building

puzzles of Germany’s neighbors, are paired with more abstract operations, like analyzing

famous figures or creating presentations on capitals and flags. This layered approach

allows students to engage with content at a level appropriate to their skills while exploring

the same overarching theme. By enabling collaborative planning among teachers and

emphasizing student agency—students select tasks aligned with their interests and

abilities—the matrix ensures both individual and social connectivity. This dual focus

supports inclusive education by providing equitable access to meaningful learning

experiences across diverse student profiles.

Learning Contracts

“A learning contract is a written agreement between teacher and learner that outlines

mutually agreed upon goals, tasks, and expectations” (adapted from Greenwood, 2003,
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p. 1). These contracts are inherently collaborative, involving both parties in a negotiation

process that respects the student’s voice and learning preferences. While the teacher

brings expertise in curriculum and pedagogy, the student contributes vital insights into

their own learning style, interests, and goals. In a well-structured learning contract, both

the teacher and student make commitments. The student typically agrees to complete

specific tasks, meet certain quality standards, and adhere to agreed-upon timelines. The

teacher, in turn, might commit to providing necessary resources, offering regular feedback,

or adapting instructional methods to suit the student’s learning profile. Contracts can

contain both skill and content components and are well suited to a differentiated classroom

as the components and terms of the contract can vary according to the student’s needs

(Tomlinson, 2017). Through this process, teachers can differentiate the curriculum based

on student readiness or learning profiles, while students gain agency in their learning

journey (IRIS Center, 2022). During the negotiation process, both parties collaboratively

determine:

1. The tasks to be completed

2. The timeline for completion

3. The quantity and quality expectations of the work

4. The evaluation criteria

5. The support and resources the teacher will provide

This mutual approach not only motivates students who may have difficulty accomplishing

academic tasks but also empowers them by giving them a voice in their education. By jointly

committing to specific, positive study and learning behaviors, both teachers and students

create a more engaging and personalized learning experience (Frank & Scharff, 2013).

Compacting

Teachers can differentiate instruction by compressing the curriculum for advanced

students who already master certain content or skills. Curriculum compacting is a

technique for differentiating instruction that allows teachers to make adjustments to

curriculum for students who have already mastered the material to be learned, replacing

content students know with new content, enrichment options, or other activities (NAGC,

2022; Renzulli & Reis, 2014). Curriculum compacting allows students to skip content they

know or to proceed quickly through content. This strategy targets students’ readiness levels

and it can be applied to any subject and at any grade level (IRIS Center, 2022).
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How do teachers use differentiated teaching strategies in their
classrooms?

What does differentiation look like in the classroom?

How differentiation looks in the classroom depends on the age group and profiles of

the students, the content area, and the unit of study. As there is an endless variety of

possibilities, we know that no two differentiated classrooms look the same, though we can

see common strategies and practices. The following strategies are some possibilities to

look for in the learning process of a differentiated classroom.

Proactive

Instructional strategies in the differentiated classroom are, first and foremost, proactive.

They are carefully designed in advance based on assessments data, student feedback, and

class or student goals. Seen in the previous sections, the importance of collecting data and

formatting goals is critical to ensuring objectives are clear and appropriate strategies are

chosen (Carolan & Guinn, 2007). The next step is to verify what content pieces are being

taught and choose the strategies by which students will interact with the information.Using

a clear and concise planning template helps to see the connections between assessment,

goals (based on student assessment data), and curriculum.

Figure 4 – Example of a Differentiated Lesson Plan(self-created)

Teacher Name: Class/Subject:

Differentiated Lesson Plan

1. Standard/Concept/Unit/Topic/Subject:
2. As a result of this less/unit, students will

Know (facts, vocabulary), Understand
(concepts), and/or Be able to DO (skills):

3. Pre-assessment:

4. Grouping Decisions and Choices:

5. Learning
Experiences

Instructional
Resources Content Process Product

Exceeds Standard

At Standard

Approaching Standard

6. Post-assessment:

7. Notes/Reflection for future reference:
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Flexible Groupings

As shared in the content related section, groups play an important role in a differentiated

classroom. There are opportunities for whole group instruction around concepts, important

vocabulary, or at the introduction to a topic, but the majority of the time students are

working in other groupings – small groups, pairs, individually, or another combination. The

classroom allows for opportunities for the group to come back together as a whole class

to address questions or clarify instructions before breaking back into other groupings again

(Sousa & Tomlinson, 2011; Wormeli, 2007). The differentiated classroom is one in which

students are rarely all working whole-group settings.

Example

A classroom of grade 2 students (7-year-olds) are starting a unit of study on the life cycle of

a frog. The teacher begins her instruction with a whole class discussion of what the students

know about frogs already. She prepares the students to work in pairs on documenting

questions that they want to answer through their unit of study. Considering her learner

profiles and the level of student readiness, she has chosen to start in pairs to allow time for

students to process their questions. She has considered the needs of 4 students that she

has with different learning disabilities and how they could best interact with their peers as

the unit begins. She circulates the room as the pairs work to list or record their questions.

The teacher makes observations regarding the students’ engagement and attention to their

task. Once each of the pairs has a series of questions the pairs find another pair to look for

any similarities in their line of questioning. The process continues for the small group of 4 to

find another group of 4 and repeat their search for similarities in their questions. Then their

group of 8 looks for another group of 8, and so on until the whole class comes back together

to review the questions that will lead their inquiry into frogs.

In this example, the teacher uses different groupings to meet the needs of her students

and is able to support them to work on critical thinking towards their unit of student. There

may be more physical movement than a traditional, didactic classroom and the volume of

noise produced by students busily working on an engaging project might be greater, but a

differentiated classroom is meeting its students’ needs.

Inclusive classrooms use these groupings to encourage peer interaction and promote

social integration, enabling students with diverse abilities to work together and learn from

one another.
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Time & Space

Flexibility also allows for changes to framework conditions like support systems, amount

of time spent, or use of space which also contributes to achieving essentially the same

goals. Allowing a group of students longer time to finish their work or providing multiple

physical spaces for students to do independent work or have multiple check in points with

one student are ways to create opportunities for flexibility throughout the school day (Sousa

& Tomlinson, 2011).

Opportunities to differentiate through space can be about where groups work and how

students have access to materials, but it is also about the feeling of being in the classroom

space. Do students feel welcomed and comfortable in the space? Are there places for

calm relaxation versus more active group work? Are there places that students are invited

to explore independently? How does the space invite the students to participate in their

learning? Flexible learning spaces are ones that reflect the student population that use them

regularly (Gregory & Kuzmich, 2014).

Another chance to show flexibility is how we allocate time in our classrooms. Following

a consistent routine with a structured schedule is an important part of managing a

classroom. When we look at our schedules, we can see where our priorities lie as those are

the activities that we have allocated the most time or in some cases the most opportune

times slots. We know that students are more ready to learn in the earlier part of the school

day versus the later part, so how do we structure our time accordingly?

Presentation Styles

Students’ learning profiles are taken into account in the presentation of any content. The

term learning profile refers to a student’s preferred learning mode, which can be influenced

by a number of factors such as learning style, intelligence preference, gender and culture.

The learning profile is shaped by these four elements and the interactions between them

(Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). Students’ learning profile includes learning preferences (for

example, is the student a visual, auditory, tactile or kinaesthetic learner?), grouping

preferences (for example, does the student work best individually, with a partner or in a

large group?) and environmental preferences (for example, does the student need lots of

space or a quiet area to work?).

Students learn better when students’ learning profiles match teachers’ presentation

styles. Therefore, teachers need to consider students’ learning profiles when presenting any

content. Various methods such as narration, discussion, asking questions, reading aloud,

verbal explanation, picture/graphic, transparency, whiteboard, headings, thinking aloud,

taking action, creating/constructing, using manipulatives can be used in content

presentation. While presenting teachers’ lessons, multimedia and formats also allow

students to develop a deeper understanding of concepts by providing opportunities to

interact with these concepts in a variety of ways (IRIS Center, 2022).
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Materials

The choices of materials are as varied as there are projects in the classroom. As a teacher

develops or collects materials for student learning, there are classic examples, such as

texts or workbooks. Shared ideas will become catchier when teachers use materials

suitable for the students that can attract the attention of the students in their lessons.

Thus, sound (for example, the voices of others, sounds that make a term or concept

clearer, music), pictures, stories, charts or figures, models, photographs, works of art, body

language, movement, and other things that engage the senses and engage the mind.

Elements should be integrated with the content (Tomlinson, 2001). When we work to

differentiate our classroom for learners, we are looking for opportunities to create a varied

collection of materials for our students to engage with over specific topics. We can expand

our classrooms to include magazines, newspapers, posters, and advertisements in our

literacy work. We can think about access to IT tools, emails, web-based searches, and online

libraries. We can expand our thinking further to bring content area materials to our students

through videos, zoom interviews, and virtual field trips. We want to ask ourselves, in how

many different media can I get my student access to this information? Using multiple texts

and combining them with a wide variety of other supplementary materials increases all

students’ chances of accessing content that is meaningful to them. Such differentiation

allows students to access information in the way that suits them best. The point to be

considered here is to match the complexity, abstraction, depth, breadth and similar levels of

the source materials used with the learning needs of the student.

Teachers can build in materials that support students without having to ask the teacher

directly.

Example

The teacher divides the class into four workstations where the three are student-run and the

teacher is leading a fourth group, he needs the students to be autonomous in order for the

other three groups to run successfully. Each of those workstations can have written directions,

visual cards, or choice options to guide student learning. Maybe the teacher sets up a question

group who is ready to problem solve and answer questions for other groups so as not to

disturb the teacher during their workstation. Each of these strategies needs to be explicitly

planned beforehand and taught to the students. Practising these processes and procedures

increases the chances that students will be able to successfully operate them autonomously.
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Building these opportunities into the classroom is a win-win situation. The teacher

benefits from the students working independently and the students benefit from being in

control of their work. Differentiating materials also requires teachers to consider access to

materials (Sousa & Tomlinson, 2011). Who might struggle with this material and what are

the ways that I can facilitate better access through that struggle? A language learner might

need more vocabulary reminders with a text than a dominant language student. A student

with specific learning needs might need a text-to-speech option or an audio recording to

enhance their reading comprehension.

When teachers include varied resources like videos, tactile models, or interactive digital

tools, they increase the likelihood that all students can engage with the content in ways that

resonate with them. This variety reflects a commitment to honoring diverse learning needs

and experiences.

Choice

One way to ensure that students are highly engaged in their learning is through allowing

choice. When students are given options, either structured by the teacher or freely chosen

by the students, they are given multiple means through which to process and show their

learning (Carolan & Guinn, 2007). For example, students are allowed to choose a final

project instead of taking a written exam. They are given the options of giving a presentation,

performing an original piece, or writing a story.

Choices that take into account students’ interest inherently push student thinking

towards engagement as it makes the learning feel more relevant. To create authentic

experiences in the classroom, and therefore make learning meaningful, we need to consider

why students have to know this information and the ways that they may have already

engaged with this knowledge in the past.

Scaffolding

Scaffolding refers to the process by which the teacher provides additional support to

enhance learning and assist in mastery of tasks for students struggling to learn a new

skill or content. It is a basic support to “enable children to independently perform tasks

that they could only perform with the help or guidance of the teacher” (Gibbons, 2002, p.

vii). Scaffolds facilitate the learner’s ability to build on prior knowledge and internalise new

knowledge. An important aspect of the scaffolding strategy is that scaffolds are temporary.

As the learner’s abilities increase, the scaffolding provided by the more knowledgeable is

gradually withdrawn. As children’s skills develop with support, scaffolding decreases and

children are eventually able to perform on their own (Bıkmaz et al., 2010; Chang, Sung, &

Chen, 2002).

The scaffold teaching strategy is often used to focus more on the learning needs of
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an individual student during the completion of a teaching lesson or specific task rather

than on a group of students, so differentiation and core teaching strategies can be used

simultaneously to better meet students’ individual teaching needs (Ray, 2022).Many

different facilitative tools can be utilised in scaffolding student learning. Among them are:

breaking the task into smaller, more manageable parts; using ‘think aloud, or verbalising

thinking processes when completing a task; cooperative learning, which promotes

teamwork and dialogue among peers; concrete prompts, questioning; coaching; cue cards

or modelling. (Elandeef & Hamdan, 2021). Scaffolding is “a supportive instructional

structure that teachers use to provide the appropriate mechanisms for a student to

complete a task that is beyond their unassisted abilities” (Lipscomb, Swanson & West,

2010, p. 19).

For example, for a student who has difficulty multiplying two-digit numbers, after the

teacher has done a task analysis, he can divide the task into manageable steps and model

each step in the task, giving the student time to practise. Support is gradually removed as

the student masters the task.

Another example of scaffolding can be seen when teachers use questioning to guide

students’ work. Based on the students’ skill levels, the teacher can develop lines of

questioning that challenge students appropriately.

Example

A teacher working towards an objective in secondary maths classes around using statistics

and creating visual representations to explain information. She has identified student specific

goals to support learning. For one student the goal might be to be able to interpret visual

representations of statistics accurately and the teacher’s line of questioning might be, tell me

about what you notice in the graphic, or which part of this visual is important information and

how do you know? While another student’s goal is to come up with two alternative ways to

represent the same information, the teacher is going to have different lines of questioning.

How do each of these visuals illustrate the same information? Which way is easier for a reader

to interpret? Why?

Product

If we have clearly differentiated the process of learning and yet require all the students to

take the same test to demonstrate their knowledge then we are not following our obligation

to support all our students. To differentiate the final product of a unit of study, we need

to ask ourselves how can students show their learning? What formats are required for
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students to demonstrate their learning? What choices are there? How often is it done? Is it

always done individually or in a group? What are the ways that you will measure students’

success (Carolan & Guinn, 2007)?

For example, a teacher can offer students a choice board of options she/he has pre-

selected to match the students’ learning profiles and complete a final project. Another

teacher can pose four questions and ask students to answer them in four different ways

based on their own choice.

Figure 5 – Tools and strategies for designing inclusive differentiated classrooms for

diverse learners
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Climate Knowing the
Learner

Assessing the
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of how
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• During
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• Journaling/

Portfolios
• Teacher-made

tests
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• Face the fact

• After
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• Posttest
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• Talking topics
• Conversation

• Circles
• Donut

• Compacting
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• TAPS
• Total Group
• Lecturette
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• Demonstration
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• Video

• Field trip
• Guest speaker

• Text

• Alone
• Interest

• Personalized
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Intelligences

•
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• Random
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• Task

• Small Groups
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• Task Oriented
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• Random
• Interest
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• Metaphorical

thinking
• Cooperative

group learning
• Jigsaw

• Questioning
• Cubing

• Role-play
• Technology

• Centers
• Projects

• Choice Boar
• Problem-Based

Learning
• Inquiry Models

• Contracts

Source: Gregory & Chapmann (2013)

As you can see in Figure 5, there are a wide range of ways to differentiate teaching

instruction and make use of strategies to ensure that students are working at their

readiness level. The selections in this chapter are a few of many different ways to use

differentiation in the classroom. There are other models, such as inquiry-based models,

that lend themselves to differentiate because of how they incorporate students’ knowledge

and allow for different points of entry into learning. Exploring more about inquiry models,
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authentic learning, and project based/problem-based learning are other avenues for

developing differentiation practices in your classroom.

How do teachers determine what strategies to use?

Teachers determine which strategies to use based on their student data – completed

assessments, either formal or informal, that demonstrate students’ feedback. Having

already collected this information and determined the appropriate student goals, teachers

are familiar with their learners’ profiles and readiness. Therefore, they select strategies that

offer the best opportunity for students to reach success.The access to materials, support,

and a varied experience in the process of learning are also important determinants in

choosing strategies. Strategies should be chosen to enhance access to the process as well

as the product by which the students demonstrate their learning.

Finally, teachers determine useful strategies for their group through trial and error. We can

find the best selection of strategies for students on a given day by approaching the process

of differentiation through the constant collection of feedback (Renzulli, 2015).

How can teachers monitor learning progress?

Generally, teachers tend to design whole units of learning and check learning progress

at the end of the whole course. Differentiation, however, requires activating monitoring

procedures throughout the unit as well. Since activities are highly personalised, according

to students’ learning preferences, interests, readiness and needs, teachers need to collect

data about each student’s learning path. Normally, these monitoring activities are

incorporated into the design of learning activities. For example, when teachers structure

different learning materials regarding the same content. Teachers can let students choose

or they can assign tasks but, in both cases, they need to monitor whether the type of activity

completed by the student is adequate.

EXAMPLE 1 – Activity options

Lesson
about

Structured learning materials and supports
Multiple options regarding the type of task/activity

Multiple options for support
Multiple options in terms of additional learning materialsOptions are structured

according to
Mastery level

Learning preferences
InterestsOptions are

Assigned by the teacher
Chosen by the student

Example inspired by Gregory, G.H., & Chapman, C. (2013). Differentiated Instructional

Strategies: one size doesn’t fit all (3rd ed.). Corwin.
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EXAMPLE 2 – Activity options

Listening Reading Writing Speaking

Listen to a song and
summarise the content of the

lyrics.

Read a short narrative text
and identify key words.

Write a dialogue
between two
characters.

Play a scene
from a film.

Example inspired by Tomlinson, C.A., & Imbeau, M.B. (2010). Leading and managing

a differentiated classroom. Alexandria, VA, Association for Supervision and Curriculum

Development.

EXAMPLE 3 – Activity options

Verbal/
Linguistic

Visual/
Spatial

Bodily/
Kinaesthetic

Musical/
Rhythmic Logical/ Mathematical

Make a
presentation.
Write a text.

Draw a
comic.

Paint an
illustration.

Simulate an
experiment.
Organise a

role-play game.

Record a
song.

Invent a
choreography.

Create a diagram.
Write down the sequences of an

experiment procedure.

Example inspired by Gregory, G.H., & Chapman, C. (2013). Differentiated Instructional

Strategies: one size doesn’t fit all (3rd ed.). Corwin.

Similarly to the planning phase, teachers can opt for multiple instruments to collect

information on the adequacy and effectiveness of learning tasks. For example, they can

make observations, administer self-assessment questionnaires or organise brief class

discussions at the end of the activities to obtain some feedback.

Here there are two examples of possible instruments to monitor individual learning.

EXAMPLE 1 – Self-evaluation questionnaire

Individual task
STUDENT: ________________

1
Strongly
disagree

2
Disagree

3
Agree

4
Strongly

agree
Notes

The task was challenging for me

I was able to focus during the activity

I was not motivated during the task

The time assigned to complete this activity
was enough for me

…

EXAMPLE 2 – Monitoring mastery

DIFFERENTIATION | 1251



What I have
learned

STUDENT
__________

1
I am beginning
to understand

2
I could use

more
practice

3
I need
some
help

4
I can
do it
alone

5
I know it so well, I
could explain it to

anyone.

Designing a
PowerPoint
presentation

Writing a summary

Creating a flow
chart

…

Examples inspired by Gregory, G.H., & Chapman, C. (2013). Differentiated Instructional

Strategies: one size doesn’t fit all (3rd ed.). Corwin.

How can teachers evaluate the effectiveness of teaching practices?

At the end of the learning unit, the teacher collects, within the student profiles, the materials

gathered throughout the lessons on students’ progress, difficulties and preferences. Again,

as it would usually happen, they may administer a common final test. Or, even for the

final summative assessment they may foresee differentiated products, allowing students to

demonstrate what they have learned according to their preferences.

It is important to point out that the differentiation model does not impose minimum

levels of differentiation or specific types of differentiation. It only offers guidance on how

to design. Teachers can choose which ones to implement and to what extent, depending

on their skills, experience and preferences, and also depending on the specific situation of

the class they are working with. What is critical for an effective deployment of the model is

to maintain, throughout the whole process, a strong link between instructional design and

the procedures of assessment, monitoring and evaluation. Lastly, differentiation requires an

aptitude for professional self-training. Each implemented unit is one more building block

toward more effective future unit planning.

Conclusion

This chapter has examples of some of the ways to strengthen your differentiation practices

in the classroom. At times it might feel overwhelming to consider all the elements at play

in a differentiated classroom, but remember to start at the beginning of the ‘differentiation

circle’. Always begin first with collecting information on the needs and interests of students.

Use that information to plan goals accordingly. There will not necessarily be the same

goals for everyone. That information will inform how to differentiate the content and the
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materials. Finally, evaluating the practices and strategies used is always the appropriate

way to complete a session, activity, or project.

As this system is used, there will be more and more ease and confidence with applying

differentiated strategies in the classroom. Note that not all forms of differentiation are

helpful for inclusive education. There are ways that differentiation can be used which

actually limit students in their learning. For example, by using Artificial Intelligence (AI)

based computer programming to challenge students without an opportunity to consider the

knowledge in other ways, or when students are continually offering the same strategies over

time without an opportunity to assess and reevaluate student needs.

A final point to know about differentiation is that it is constantly changing. As students

learn and change, a teacher needs to be adapting to those changes. There is not a perfect

material or strategy that you can use effectively forever. There is not a final point of arriving

at “doing” differentiation. It is an ever-evolving, a way of thinking, a framework that shifts

and moves as students do. Be prepared to move with them.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=363#h5p-11

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

Choose three to four of the following tasks:

• How do you currently differentiate instruction in your classroom? In which areas

(content, process, product) do you feel most confident, and where do you see

opportunities for growth?
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• After reading this chapter, how has your understanding of differentiation evolved?

Were there any concepts that challenged your previous beliefs about inclusive

teaching?

• In what specific ways will you apply the principles of differentiation in your next

classroom experience? Consider both small adjustments and broader changes in your

teaching practice.

• Can you provide an example from your own teaching or observation where

differentiation was implemented effectively? What made it successful?

• Reflect on a practice you have encountered that seemed to be differentiated but did

not truly meet diverse student needs. What could have been done differently to

enhance its inclusivity?

• What tools and strategies will you use to monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of

your differentiation practices over time?

• How can incorporating student voice and choice further enhance your differentiated

instruction strategies?

• Considering the role of technology in differentiation, how might you leverage digital

tools to support diverse learning needs in your classroom?

• Choose one topic from a subject area you teach or are familiar with (e.g., Math,

Science, History, Language Arts). For your chosen topic, design three tasks:

1. Closed Task:

Create a structured activity with clear instructions and only one correct answer.

2. Medium-Open Task:

Develop an activity with some structure but allow for multiple correct answers or

varied approaches.

3. Open Task:

Design an activity that encourages creativity, critical thinking, and has no single

correct answer. Students should be able to explore different methods or

perspectives.
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FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT FOR/OF
LEARNING

Eva Kleinlein; Valerio Rigo; and Alessandra Imperio

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=373#oembed-1

Example Case

Example of Learning Unit where learning and assessment co-occur in a perspective of

formative assessment (both assessment for learning (AfL) and assessment as learning

(AsL)).

Learning framework of reference: Thinking Actively in a Social Context (Wallace, 2001).

Topic: Counting with the help of the hand’s fingers.

Class: primary school – 1st grade.

Previous knowledge: numbers from 1 to 20, the concept of addition, counting on fingers to

solve an addition with numbers from 1 to 10.

Lesson Plan

Table 1. Planning was designed and implemented by Dr. Alessandra Imperio in her

classroom.
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N. Stage Activity

1

GATHER/ORGANISE
What do I know about

this?

What do you know about counting with your fingers? How do
you count with your fingers when you do addition? Students

reflect on their previous knowledge and respond. The teacher
reports the collected information on the blackboard.

2 IDENTIFY What is the
task?

The teacher explains that today the children will find out how
to count by helping themselves with their fingers when the two

addends do not fit together on their fingers. e.g., 7+5=

3
GENERATE How
many ideas can I

think of?

Try doing 7+5 with your fingers. Since we only have ten
fingers, think of all the possible ideas to solve this addition

problem, still helping with your hands. Children think
individually about all the possible solutions.

4 DECIDE Which is the
best idea?

Pairwise comparison of the solutions found and choice of the
best one.

5 COMMUNICATE Let’s
tell someone!

Pairs tell the class about the decided solution. Real solutions
found by the children were: – I use my hands and feet. – I keep

the first number in mind and place the second in my hands,
then count. – I pretend that 7 is a 2 and put both 2 and 5 on
my hands, then add up. – I use two hands and then use one

hand again.

6 EVALUATE How well
did I do?

Children experiment with the proposed solutions and assess
them in terms of effectiveness (does it work or not work?) and

efficiency (is it convenient? is it practicable?). Voting.

7 APPLY Let’s do it!
Children use the chosen method (I keep the first number in

mind and place the second in my hands, then count) to
perform some sums.

8
LEARN FROM

EXPERIENCE What
have I learned?

What have we learned? Children reflect on what they have
learned and how they can reuse it with other operations.

In the example given, children were guided and supported in the co-construction of new

knowledge anchored in prior knowledge, which is the identification of a method for solving

addition with fingers with numbers whose sum reaches up to 20. The teacher assessed the

pair’s work during learning without formalising it, taking notes of evidence and feedback

provided to each couple to document each student’s progress. Indeed, the learning plan

allowed children’s thoughts and their progress in acquiring a new strategy to be visible

without the need to schedule a written test. The teacher helped the children self-assess

their solutions in terms of effectiveness and efficiency, supporting each one’s work with the

feedback needed to understand the strengths and weaknesses of each proposal (see the

paragraph “Purposes” for a better understanding of how inclusion can be supported). It is a

clear example of formative assessment with the twofold purpose of assessment for learning

(AfL) and assessment as learning (AsL). Indeed, the teacher used feedback and ongoing

support to provide clear direction for students’ learning improvement (AfL). At the same
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time, she helped students develop and master thinking skills (AaL) to reflect on the task and

solutions.

Dr. Alessandra Imperio, Free University of Bozen-Bolzano, Italy

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. WHY do we do assessments?

2. WHEN should assessment take place in the learning process?

3. HOW are assessment processes generally structured?

4. WHAT are the possible focuses of assessment in education?

5. WHO should be involved in the assessment processes?

Introduction to Topic

The chapter maps out different aspects and concerns of assessment in education.

However, it does not claim to cover all the issues that such a complex topic can address

but only offers insights from where to start and which need further study. We highlight five

areas of interest: First, we distinguish three distinct purposes of assessment (as, for, and

of learning). Secondly, assessment can occur at different learning moments (before, during,

and after learning). Thirdly, assessment processes are to be divided into three key steps

(strategies, criteria, and outcome). Furthermore, it is essential to line out the overall focus of

the assessment (competencies, environment, and capabilities) and to consider the various

actors that can be involved in assessment processes (teachers, parents, students, peers,

and other “experts”). We portray some of the most essential aspects, inherent questions,

concerns, and potential within each area. By doing this, we conclude by elaborating on the

role of inclusion in every subsection of the assessment process.

Building upon an example from teachers’ practice and experience with assessment,

we will describe inherent challenges and risks that must be addressed as a crucial part

of ethical considerations. Initial questions will then guide the structure of the chapter.
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Following the introduction of the topic, critical areas of assessment in education will be

presented in detail. We will conclude the chapter by suggesting some closing questions for

further discussion.

Ethical considerations

Ethical considerations must be addressed when elaborating on educational assessment.

The following subsections outline the specific potential of formative assessment strategies

for inclusive contexts, difficulties, dilemmas, and challenges. These must not be neglected

but critically and carefully examined. First, it is crucial to keep in mind the societal system

that schools are part of. Schools follow allocative functions within a society where

performance and achievements are of great importance, like in meritocracy (Trautmann &

Wischer, 2011). Therefore, schools significantly impact the social placement of learners in

the greater society (University of Minnesota Libraries Publishing 2010: 602). In practice, the

social order of individuals is influenced in some countries by the division of pupils among

different types of schools and by the distribution of differently valued school degrees.

These practices within the school system led to unequal opportunities in a meritocratic

society. Even though these aspects counteract the overarching aim of community and

school for all, they must be considered pre-conditions framing the topic of assessment in

education.

In addition, questions on the fundamental aim and necessity of assessment and

education arise within ethical considerations regarding assessment in education. Possible

underlying and relevant questions in this context are, for example: ‘Why do we do an

assessment?’, ‘What is learning, education, and development?’, ‘How can we measure

learning and development?’, ‘What role does assessment have in education?’ While some

of these questions are tackled more directly in the following subchapters, others can be

understood as questions for (self-)reflection, and discussion and their careful consideration

may promote more equality and justice within the field of educational assessment.

Assessment – What are we talking about?

Assessment is a contested and highly debated field, especially regarding inclusive

education. To provide a comprehensive overview of related terms, concepts, and

assumptions, it is first necessary to focus on the concept’s meaning and distinguish it

from other associated words like diagnostics and evaluation. On the one hand, following

Ingenkamp & Lissmann (2005), educational diagnostic aims to identify individual pre-

conditions and learning processes through diverse diagnostic activities to optimise

individual learning. On the other hand, depending on the source, assessment and evaluation

can be treated as synonyms or as distinct concepts (Apple, Ellis & Hintze, 2016; Hus &

Matjašič, 2017). We understand evaluation in education as the “process used for judging

quality” (Apple, 1991, as cited in Apple, Ellis & Hintze, 2016: 53) which determines the extent
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to which goals have been achieved based on a standard (Apple, Ellis & Hintze, 2016; Surbhi,

2017).

Assessment, instead, can be described as “the process of finding and interpreting

evidence to be used by learners and teachers to enable them to establish exactly where the

learners are in their learning, where they have to focus, and what is the best way to get there”

(Hus & Matjašič, 2017). Thus, assessment is process-oriented as it is based on continuous

observations to provide feedback and identify areas of improvement, while evaluation is

more product/outcome-oriented, for example, success and failure (Apple, Ellis, & Hintze,

2016; Surbhi, 2017). Therefore, even if the main focus of this chapter is the assessment,

while talking about assessment these conceptual constructs (evaluation, diagnostics) are

alsotaken into account. Furthermore, assessment can in general take place at an individual,

classroom, school, regional, or even internal level; this chapter however mainly concentrates

on the individual and classroom perspective.

Building upon these considerations, two main types of assessment can be differentiated:

summative and formative assessment. While summative assessment mainly serves “the

purposes of accountability, ranking, or certifying competence by the judgement of students’

achievement” (Schellekens et al., 2021: 1), formative assessment primarily “supports and

improves students’ learning” (Schellekens et al., 2021: 1). Therefore, especially formative

assessment is of great relevance for inclusive education and education for all. The

formative role of assessment supports overcoming comparative and stigmatising

perspectives on the students and thus has the potential to enable a more inclusive

assessment. The picture below summarises the main differences between them.
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Key aspects

Purposes – WHY do we do assessments?

As suggested by Earl and colleagues (2006), the first question a teacher should ask

himself/herself is not “how do I assess?” but “why do I want to assess, or do I need

to assess?” Therefore, this means identifying the purpose of assessment since this has

several implications: the role played by teachers and students, the teaching-learning

process, and the choice of assessment methods. All these mentioned aspects are directly

related to the Teacher Habitus. Three distinct but interrelated purposes of assessment

are highlighted in the literature: Assessment OF Learning (AoL), Assessment FOR Learning

(AfL), and Assessment AS Learning (AsL). There are several definitions of the three, and,

more generally, each purpose simply corresponds to a type of approach to assessment

(Schellekens et al., 2021). For teachers, it might be more practicable to reflect on the three

as purposes in order to guide their actions and consequently, their approach to assessment.

Arguably, following this route is easier to handle the many definitions and nuances in the

literature. Moreover, by thinking of them as purposes, it is relevant to be aware that it is

difficult to fulfil the three purposes at the same time; however, it is valuable to know them

and to recognise the need to find the right balance between them (Earl et al., 2006). The

following information on the assessment of/for/as learning is a brief compilation that has

considered some of the existing resources in the literature (Alberta Education, 2003; Earl et

al., 2006; Harapnuik, 2020; Schellekens et al., 2021).

Assessment OF Learning

AoL is the best-known purpose of assessment, as it reflects the traditional assessment

perspective for most of the 20th century. AoL aims to certify competence or inform parents

or other stakeholders about the student’s proficiency concerning the learning outcomes of

the curriculum. It is a summative assessment in nature, it is formal, and it usually occurs

at the end of a training or a learning unit. It consists of collecting information on what

extent students can apply knowledge, skills, and attitudes against a standard. There are

many methods to collect this information, but they are not exclusive to this assessment

purpose. For instance, they can be tests, presentations, or other written, oral, or visual

methods. The assessment finishes with the assignment of a mark or comment on the

product or performance. The role of the teacher is to grade achievement by considering

students’ products and processes and reporting this information. Usually, the teacher’s

grade or comment is used as an indicator of the student’s level of success.

Assessment FOR Learning

When the purpose is to improve learning, it is called AfL. It is a formative assessment and

is an integral part of the learning process. Thus, it is an ongoing process involving formal

and informal assessment activities designed to modify teaching according to students’

needs and to provide students with specific feedback that they can use to improve learning.
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Therefore, to adjust and target teaching planning to move students’ learning forward

through precise feedback, it becomes necessary to make student learning visible. The main

elements are descriptive feedback, as an example of what good work looks like, ongoing

support, and peer collaboration. Feedback provides clear direction for improvement but

also recognition of achievement. For gathering pieces of evidence, focused observation,

videotapes, or audiotapes may be helpful; several strategies and methods can also be

employed to make learning visible, including Cooperative learningactivities. Teachers and

peers play s central role in this.

Assessment AS Learning

Finally, when the assessment aims to give opportunities to students to critically reflect

on their work, to understand how to independently pursue their acquirements or, in other

words, to promote deeper learning, develop metacognitive strategies and learn how to learn,

in that case, we are talking about AaL. AaL is also considered a formative assessment.

Students use formal and informal feedback and self-assessment to figure out how to

continue learning. Since it is a reflective process, it should take place continuously. There

are many methods for students to reflect on their learning, such as criteria, rubrics, and

checklists. This approach to assessment involves each student and their peers. In this

case, the teacher’s role is to help students develop, master, and feel comfortable with these

metacognitive strategies.

How can these assessment purposes sustain inclusion?

We can plan and employ inclusive assessment strategies with all three assessment

approaches. In the case of AoL, assessment can be inclusive, for instance when you allow

each student to decide in which form they want to show and make their learning visible. For

example, a student can choose to show his/her learning in a written, oral, visual, or dramatic

form. AfL might be more inclusive if the feedback is provided to each student individually

or in a group since it is individualised for everybody in the class. Each student or group

may receive specific material and guidance they need to progress. Finally, AaL gives you the

foundation to be inclusive since students develop metacognitive skills that can help them

become creators of their learning, with their own times and individual strengths.

Moments – WHEN should assessment take place in the learning process?

Time management is one of the most important things to remember when it comes to

formative assessment. As the French pedagogist Philippe Perrenoud reminds us, we cannot

introduce formative assessment in schools without a radical change in traditional

educational institutions (Perrenoud, 2005, 1999). In fact, one of the crucial changes in this

regard is related to time management. In the assessment process, we can identify three

central moments in which assessment can take place: “before,” “during,” and “after” the

learning process. How we give meaning to these three steps is different for each teacher

and reveals the reasons why we decide to conduct an assessment and, more generally,
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why we teach. We can see the initial phase as a diagnostic phase, in which the teacher

considers the level reached by the pupils and their needs. However, analysing needs as a

diagnosis carries a risk: privileging the selective dimension of evaluation over the formative

one, thus limiting oneself to giving a static interpretation of a given moment. We must

encourage a dynamic and open understanding of the processes that take place within the

classroom and are in constant flux. In this phase, the assessment process must establish

the learning objectives and the criteria for success (Black and Wiliam, 1998). If we do

not establish criteria, students are disoriented and do not understand what they can gain

from this learning experience. Furthermore, the “before” phase is also the planning phase,

which is also the phase we should refer to at the end of the learning process. The planning

phase is not a simple conception of activities but aims to identify the final goals and the

means we can use to achieve them. Planning is always a contextualised phenomenon in the

classroom and, therefore, always starts from the needs of each student. It is not something

implicit, and it is not something clear only from the teacher’s perspective. Still, it must be

as explicit as possible to communicate to the pupils where they are in their learning journey

and what gap separates them from the point they want to reach. Furthermore, the design

must be open to new contributions and possible modifications throughout the school year.

Finally, assessing is for learning and creating new learning opportunities. Therefore, the

teacher must learn from the assessment journey and return to the planning to understand

its possible developments and improvements. The ‘before’ phase is also a time when

teamwork can take place (Teamwork in the classroom). Teachers at this stage can share

their views on the planning and the objectives. In this sense, the possibility of having an

interdisciplinary perspective is valuable for all those involved in the evaluation process.

From an AaL perspective (@Purposes), for students, the “before” phase may represent an

occasion to conduct self-assessment to better understand the level of knowledge already

possessed when fragments of memory are collected and organised. They will eventually

anchor this knowledge to the one they already acquired.

The “during” phase is the part of conducting activities, the stage in which pupils play an

active role that can provide the teacher with an opportunity to gather evidence (Carr, 2012,

2001; Giudici & Rinaldi, 2011). It is not enough to have strong listening or observational

skills, and the teacher must no longer be the leading actor in what happens within the

classroom. If we want to gather evidence about what our pupils can do, it is first necessary

to allow them to act freely. Celestìn Freinet (as cited in Bottero, 2021) reminds us that

everybody wants to be allowed to choose their work freely, even if such a choice sometimes

is not convenient. Leaving pupils free to choose allows them to discover more about

their tastes, inclinations, and needs. At this stage, it is essential to rethink the value of

observation and documentation. These tools allow teachers to gather evidence in a

completely different way from a simple test or homework assignment. To observe, the

teacher must ensure that the pupil can act freely without depending on the adult’s guidance.

However, there is a second aspect that we must bear in mind when we speak of observation
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and documentation, namely the fact that it is impossible to observe and, therefore,

document everything that takes place within the classroom. It is, therefore, necessary to

have already prepared the time and way to conduct the observation in the planning phase.

The most characteristic phase to consider when reflecting on different moments is what

we refer to as the “after.” There are several possible “after” types: we can mean the end of

a unit of learning, the end of a school year, or the end of a study cycle. By and large, only

if assessment becomes a tool that follows the student even after the learning journey can

we call it formative. A purely summative assessment usually ends with the final return of

the test result. In contrast, a practical formative assessment should pose as a continuous

process that allows students to find in the assessment a functional element for any other

future learning. In this sense, all learning never ends in itself but stimulates the search

for new horizons of growth. One example of the “after” phase can be the simple use of

the “ticket to leave” teaching strategy. It can reinforce new knowledge, provide a time for

reflection, and/or allow the teacher to evaluate what students will take home. It will help

the teacher decide whether to dwell on the topic further. Before students leave, they hand

in a “ticket” with an answer to a question about what they learned (for example, what do

you think you learned today? Do you have a question to ask about something you didn’t

understand?) The exit tickets help you plan the next lesson or unit of learning.

How can these assessment moments sustain inclusion?

Of the three stages reported here, the last one, the after moment, is the one that would be

most appropriate to look at from an inclusive perspective. On the one hand, this perspective

allows teachers to look beyond the hindrances or difficulties encountered by pupils with

special educational needs; on the other hand, it allows them to reconsider learning

objectives from the student’s own needs (Lepri, 2021). The idea of adopting a long-

range evaluative perspective that looks at students’ personal futures and their need for

self-determination is an essential step if we are to ensure that schools truly help each

student cultivate his or her potential. From this perspective, any assessment that claims to

be formative must necessarily take time, seeking to understand learning processes in their

complexity (Vertecchi & Bonazza, 2022).

Structure – HOW are assessment processes generally structured?

Even though assessment processes can have many different focuses and approaches,

it can be noted that there is an overall structure of assessment that tends to stay the

same: We apply certain categories, use certain strategies, and aim for a certain outcome

of an assessment. These structural aspects of assessment are not only the same for

educational assessment processes but can also be found in other disciplines that work with

assessment, for example, in health care, medicine, and psychology (Madden et al., 2007;

Schliehe & Ewert, 2013; World Health Organization, 2021). In the following, an overview of

categories, strategies, and outcomes of assessment in education is provided. Within each
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of these aspects, a huge variety of embodiments that consequently lead to different kinds

of assessment can be identified. The chapter aims at giving an overview of educational

assessment by presenting how an inclusive structure of assessment could look like in

theory and practice.

Categories of Assessment

Firstly, categories are one of the main issues of assessment processes. As the use

of categories raises many concerns “such as stigmatisation, peer rejection, and lowered

self-evaluation [as well as] […] problems of reliability and validity” (Florian et al., 2006:

37), a careful reflection of this aspect is important. Despite these concerns, it must be

noted that categories are necessary for thinking, in general, and assessment, in particular

(Katzenbach, 2015). With regard toassessment “systems of classification [thus] remain an

important way of organising information so that it can be passed to others, and they provide

a framework to guide intervention” (Florian et al., 2006: 37).

Therefore, especially in assessment, categories that suitably describe what has been or

what will be assessed are necessary. The suitability of these categories, nevertheless, can

vary in many ways. On the one hand, categories of assessment can be standardised, pre-

defined, and for example, based on curricula or certain diagnostic tests. These types of

categories can therefore be considered deductive categories, as they arise from theories or

specific category systems, for example, ICD or ICF of the World Health Organization 2001,

2005. Deductive categories, in general, promise somewhat higher comparability as the

same set of categories is used in different contexts and assessment processes. Hence,

they are, for instance, used to justify the allocation of resources (Florian et al., 2006: 39).

On the other hand,inductive categories can also be used. These kinds of categories of

assessment arise during the assessment process and teachers, as well as students, can be

creators of these categories. Consequently, their experiences and practices have a direct

impact on the development of these kinds of categories. Therefore, inductive categories

might generally be considered to be more accurate and precise, but at the same time, their

specificity and individuality might complicate comparability.

With regard to categories for inclusive assessment, a critical examination of enabling

and stigmatising effects thus is crucial (Florian et al., 2006: 39). While there are deductive

criteria like those from the ICF (World Health Organization, 2005) that can contribute

to inclusive assessment, other deductive criteria that focus on disabilities, for example

ICD(World Health Organization, 2001) tend not to support this perspective. However,

inductively generated criteria can support inclusive approaches as they are developed very

flexibly, individually, and are practice-based. Nevertheless, this kind of category tends to

bear the risk of overseeing aspects that are not at the centre of attention and generating

new, possibly stigmatising criteria.

Overall, it is possible to assess development and learning with a variety of open, flexible,

and inductively generated criteria as well as with pre-fixed, theory-based, and deductively

generated criteria. While all these options go along with certain advantages and
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consequences, it is particularly important to keep the inevitable risk of categories in general

in mind (Florian et al., 2006). As Boger (2017) points out, inclusion can always only fulfil two

of the three basic propositions that are crucial for inclusion: empowerment, normalisation,

and deconstruction. Following this, empowerment and normalisation are impossible when

not using some kind of category (Boger, 2017). And as long ascategories are in place, there

is a risk that they are used in discrediting ways (Katzenbach, 2015). In order to prevent and

counteract stigmatisation, this risk must be considered when using standardised as well as

more open categories.

Strategies of Assessment

In addition to the critical examination of appropriate and meaningful assessment

categories, also a reflection on the suitability of possible tools of assessment, respectively

assessment strategies are crucial. Within assessment strategies, we can broadly

distinguish between two modes. Firstly, strategies of assessment can be designed in

a rather obvious and standardised way and for instance rely on (multiple-choice) tests,

quizzes, dictations, and examinations (Schäfer & Rittmeyer, 2015). Secondly, strategies

of assessment can also be rather open and flexible and thus rely on the collection of

evidence during the learning process for making learning visible (Mughini, Panzavolta,

2020). Materials such as students’ drawings, texts, or classroom observations could thus

be of interest (Earl & Katz 2006: 17). Moreover, materials that develop in the contexts of

students’ demonstrations, discussions, projects (ibid.), Inclusive Play, or on the basis of

(Digital) media & materials for learning can be included in the assessment process. This

way, learning and assessment processes take place simultaneously, as promoted by the

formative assessment perspective.

In the light of inclusive assessment strategies, many of the before-mentioned forms are

generally conceivable and verifiable if connected to suitable categories and outcomes of

the assessment. While some situations, contexts, or needs might give valuable reasons

to use standardised assessment strategies (for example, for official documentation or

resource allocation), assessment strategies that are more flexible and student-oriented can

especially be considered important for inclusive settings, as they provide very individual

information on the student. Even though rather open approaches and inductive analyses

might not withstand the quality criteria of standardised tests, they are of high relevance for

inclusive assessment as they enable the collection of rich qualitative data on the student’s

learning and development process. The flexible and reflected use of assessment strategies

in light of the particular situation and aim of the assessment is thus necessary to gain

deep and meaningful insights and conduct a suitable assessment, or as Bourke and Mentis

(2014: 395) state: “Ultimately, teachers’ choices about the assessment practices they use

for learners […] reflect their views about teaching, assessment, and learning and must

therefore be both a conscious and informed decision, while weighing up ethical dilemmas

that arise.”

Outcome of Assessment
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The third aspect that must be highlighted when elaborating on the assessment structure

is the outcome of the assessment. The main focus that is generally put on assessment

outcomes is feed-back. Feedback is a crucial part of the process, as it provides an overview

and insight into what has been done and what has been reached in the past process.

Therefore, written and oral feedback, structured and semi-structured, as well as

standardised and open feedback, can be used (Bastian et al., 2018; Halverson, 2010;

Ibrahim et al., 2021). Very common assessment outcomes are marks and grades, whereas

learning reports and other more open feedback formats are still used but these are used

primarily in lower grades. In this respect, it is interesting to look at a specific case.

As of the school year 2020-2021, the Italian Ministry of Education has proposed a new,

more formative-oriented mode of assessment in the final report. Instead of numerical

grades, so-called ‘descriptive judgments’ have been introduced, which require the teacher

to ask about four dimensions relating to achieving the set goals. These are the continuity

with which learning occurs, the autonomy with which it is conducted, the type of resources

the pupil uses spontaneously, and whether the learning situation was previously known

or unknown. This tool allows pupils to reflect much more deeply on their learning-to-learn

competence, enhancing metacognitive processes in a formative perspective.

In light of inclusion, feedback should provide a resource-oriented perspective with

detailed information about the learning process, and achievements (Brooks et al., 2019).

While feedback is a crucial part of the assessment process, one outcome that is often

neglected is a form of feed-forward. Feedforward can be understood as the outcome of

assessment contributing to the improvement of the situation that has been found in the

past assessment process (Brooks et al., 2019:10). In order to promote the learning and

development of students, feedforward thus plays a key role. It provides information about

possible next learning steps and related ideas, adaptions, and interventions that could be

considered to improve students’ learning and development. In this way, a feedforward can

help to shift the view from the past and the question of ‘what has been reached or done?’ to

the future and the question of ‘what could be reached or done?’

In order to develop inclusive assessment outcomes, it is generally important to not only

provide meaningful feed-back but also feed-forward, as “the provision of feedback is no

guarantee of it being used” (Brooks et al., 2019: 7). Therefore, the outcome of the

assessment can be considered the most supportive for inclusive education if it is process-

oriented and provides information that can be considered for the arrangement of future

learning and development processes and thus promote learning (Brooks et al., 2019).

Moreover, it is necessary to reflect on the question of to whom feed-back and feed-forward

are addressed? The shape and content of the outcome must be aligned with the expected

recipients in order to fulfil the aims that were fixed in advance. Building on that, the outcome

should provide meaningful information for the involved actors on how future learning

processes could be designed and what adaptations and changes can be done.

How can this assessment structure sustain inclusion?
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With regard to an inclusive structure of assessment, it is necessary to carefully consider

the inclusivity and suitability of all three before-mentioned aspects: categories, strategies,

and outcomes must correspond with the addressed student(s) (for example, Relationships,

Sex/Gender, interests, needs, prior knowledge,…), the situation, and the aim of the

assessment. Only if all three structural aspects are extensively elaborated and mutually

consistent, can assessment promote learning and thus can be considered as inclusive and

wholesome.

Focus – WHAT are the possible focusses of assessment in education?

One of the main aspects to consider is, “what do we want to assess?” This is usually

competencies. Competencies involve the individual in a holistic perspective and are related

to skills and abilities; these three help convey a broad idea of what a student can do

to activate cognitive, meta-cognitive, emotional, social, and physical processes. Precisely

because of its multifaceted nature, we can only observe the manifestation of competence

when the student is in action and is enabled to act and mobilise different types of personal

resources (for example, knowledge, skills, and attitudes). Moreover, competence is not

reducible to an abstract concept but is always related to specific social, cultural, and

operational contexts. Content knowledge accounts for only a tiny part of these processes,

but it is often the element teachers promoting purely summative assessment tend to value

most. Conversely, students should be able to understand their strengths and weaknesses,

be encouraged to act autonomously, and face new challenges and unknown problematic

situations, which means to “know what to do when you don’t know what to do” (Claxton,

1998). However, we cannot limit ourselves to considering skills and competencies as the

sole object of evaluation. The quality of the learning environment must be kept in mind

when we look at all the potential inherent to the learning process. If it does not guarantee

the student the fundamental elements for their development and growth, we must reflect

on this aspect and try to change the learning situation. There are no neutral choices in

education. To take care of the learning environment means reflecting on how students

are enabled and supported to interact with each other, how free they are to explore the

school environment and how they can be open to new knowledge and modes of exploration.

Assessing a student without considering the potential offered by the learning environment

and the obstacles it may pose does not help us fully understand the resources available to

our students.

Now, let’s take a step back and ask ourselves for which purposes we assess.

Undoubtedly, one of the main tasks of the school should be to help students discover their

interests and passions. However, the possibility of making such a discovery should not be

taken for granted. Although a student may have an idea of what they like as early as primary

school, it may not necessarily manifest itself. Often, a child needs a long time to explore

the world around them to understand what they like. The assessment process plays an
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essential role in this possibility of discovery and can inhibit or facilitate the exploration of

yet unfamiliar activities and contexts. Self-assessment is a tool for students to gain critical

awareness in this regard. To this end, we may use the so-called narrative assessment. This

tool allows the pupils to recount what they consider to be the strengths and weaknesses

of something they have experienced. Finally, it is possible to see the focus on the learning

environment and the competencies in a new light, which is the development of capabilities.

When we think about assessment, we must also ask ourselves what our pupils are capable

of being and doing. This perspective would be helpful in considering well-being, happiness,

and self-realisation as possibly essential acquisitions of the whole assessment process.

Capabilities are the most important opportunities the learning context offers the students

to start realising a kind of life they have reason to value. Assessment could be a powerful

leverage to help them understand such opportunities’ existence and potential.

How can these assessment focuses sustain inclusion?

From the perspective of inclusive pedagogy, the development of capabilities provides

for greater involvement of students’ voice to achieve personalised learning objectives. We

should not forget that assessment on the one hand determines the balance of power in

the teaching-learning process and, on the other hand, establishes what is important within

it, giving relevance to one learning content over another (Cottini, 2021). Giving voice to

the aspirations, goals, and life plans of students with special educational needs means

recognising the pluralism of values that should be an indispensable element of democratic

learning. It also means, above all, recognising people with their emotional and existential

experience, truly making room for diversity.

Actors – WHO should be involved in the assessment processes?

Last but not least, the question to be tackled in this context is about who is and who

should be involved in the assessment processes? As assessment processes are very

complex, numerous actors may be involved. In particular, it is important to keep in mind

that it is not only about who is contributing to the assessment and considered to have

valuable information but also about who is being assessed. In order to line out more clearly

which actors could, and possibly should, be involved in the different stages of assessment

processes, the following subsections address this question in more detail.

Students

The first group of actors that must be considered in the assessment process is students.

Especially in light of inclusive assessment, it is necessary to focus on all instead of focusing

on some students (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011). Every student brings particular

competencies, interests, capabilities, and needs towards their environment to the

classroom. In order to address this diversity (for example, language, Sex/Gender

education), and enable active and meaningful participation of all, it is necessary to consider

each student. Therefore, group assessment, as well as self-assessment strategies, can
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be valuable. Students thus must not only be considered as the centre of assessment

but also as valuable actors in assessment (@assessment as learning). According to the

Social Childhood Studies paradigm, children take on the role of expert actors and main

informants in their own lives and for this reason, they should be consulted and involved in

decision-making processes that affect them (Kampmann, 2014; Levin, 2013; Melton et al.,

2014). This paradigmatic shift through students’ voices and active participation can also

have interesting implications in assessment practices. Alongside, in the case of students

in higher grades and school orders, according to the Student Voice Movement (Grion &

Cook-Sather, 2013), it is about empowering them to have a voice in the life contexts they

experience. Active involvement and participation of children and teenagers in assessment

practices can be realised not only in assessment and peer assessment activities, indeed,

just students can, for example, co-construct checklists, assessment rubrics and, more

generally, define assessment criteria with their teachers (or independently) (Grion, 2014;

categories of assessment). They can also choose how to demonstrate learning and thus

have a voice in the choice of the assessment tool (strategies of assessment). A helpful

tool for stimulating pupil participation is what Celestin Freinet (Bottero, 2021) called brevet

(patents), a term he took from the scout movement founded by Baden-Powell. It is a kind

of certificate of acquisition of a skill or competence that the pupil demonstrates having

acquired following a specific performance and comparison with the class group. The pupils

freely choose when to try to achieve such recognition based on what they feel they have

learned so far. This free choice allows pupils to gain an essential awareness of what they

can do, or not, by facilitating the self-assessment process.

Teachers

In addition to the students, another critical role is played by teachers. Teachers interact

with their students on a daily basisand have an immense impact on their students’ learning

and development process. Therefore, their role in the assessment process is also crucial.

All teachers should be considered here: class teachers, subject teachers and special

educators.Depending on the aim and context of the assessment, it can be helpful and

reasonable to involve only specific teachers, for instance, certain subject teachers or a

wider group of teachers and educators (Galloway et al., 2013). In order to gain a broad

overview of possible restraining factors and barriers for learners, and obtain a more holistic

view of the situation, consultation and involvement of a wide range of (pedagogical) actors

is often necessary. Therefore, also a reflected decision on Strategies of Assessment is

crucial, and especially with regard to Relationships and Teamwork in the classroom, the

inclusion of perspectives of different educators can be helpful.

Moreover, teachers’ self-reflection and habitus (see Teacher Habitus) play a crucial role in

assessment. Teachers, but also other actors that are involved in the assessment processes

inevitably maintain certain presumptions or even biases that, as a consequence, can affect

the assessment, if it is not critically examined and reflected upon. In addition, also trust

between the different actors plays a crucial role in assessment processes. Teachers
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especially are thus asked to establish a mutual and trustworthy relationship among the

involved actors. Another aspect to be considered here, is the possibility to assess teachers

from the perspective of students, parents, and legal guardians. While teachers mostly are

in the role of assessing students, it is thus also possible to assess the teachers’ work.

This is especially of high importance, as teachers’ ability to provide meaningful learning

opportunities has a great impact on the student’s learning and development process and

thus should also be assessed. In particular, it must be borne in mind that if an assessment

is indeed formative, then the responsibility for a negative outcome of the teaching-learning

process no longer lies with the students. In an effectively formative perspective, those

who must question their choices and ask why students did not achieve the desired results

therefore are the teachers. Accordingly, teachers should rethink their design choices and

improve the learning environment for their students’ learning in the future.

Parents & Legal Guardians

Another important role in the assessment process is played by parents, caregivers,

and legal guardians. These actors often have another and very important perspective on

the childs’ competencies, interests, capabilities, and needs towards the environment. As

parents and legal guardians mostly interact with the child in situations and ways that are

to a great extent contrasting to the teacher’s perspective, their knowledge and opinion are

highly valuable for the assessment process and for a wholesome comprehension of the

situation (Bastian et al., 2018; Galloway et al., 2013). Therefore, it is necessary not only to

involve parents and legal guardians in the assessment, but to carefully pay attention to their

views and experiences, to involve them equally, and to ensure favourable communication. A

careful consideration of eligible Strategies of Assessment, and Outcomes of Assessment,

therefore, are necessary to ensure good and purposeful cooperation.

Other “Experts”

In addition to the aforementioned groups of actors, also other “experts” can be involved in

the assessment. The involvement often not only depends on regional or national rules and

regulations for educational assessment, but also on the specific case, situation, and aim

of the particular assessment (Galloway et al., 2013). Actors that are frequently considered

experts for assessment processes are, for example, medical doctors, psychologists, social

workers, and youth welfare workers but also health care workers, teaching assistants,

and physiotherapists can and are valuable contributors to assessment. The benefit of

contributions of the different kinds of other experts must be carefully reflected upon in

order to include all views and opinions that are necessary to enable a comprehensive and

meaningful assessment process.

How can these actors sustain inclusion?

With regard to actors of inclusive assessment, equal involvement and careful

consideration of diverse groups must be stressed. Therefore, it is essential to pay attention

to different perspectives and experiences that are in place and to enable communication

and decision-making. This is especially crucial for the involvement of students and peers,
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as well as of parents and legal guardians, as their experiences are often not considered

and valued enough in assessment processes. Moreover, it is necessary to keep in mind that

the described actors are not only part of the assessment process but also of the learning

and development processes that precede and follow. Careful consideration of the actors’

different positions, contributions, and demands thus is important in all steps of learning and

assessment.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=373#h5p-20

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

While the chapter on assessment certainly provides a broad overview of the topic and outlines

key aspects that must be considered, the flexible and reflected use of assessment in light

of the particular situation and aim of the assessment is thus necessary to gain deep and

meaningful insights and conduct suitable assessments in specific situations. In order to

support this reflective process we provide questions for discussion and reflection that can

be addressed individually or as a team. The questions tackle the various aspects that were

mentioned in the previous sections and help teachers to develop specific assessment

strategies for practical use in their everyday practice.

WHY: Why do we do assessment?

• Why do I want/need to assess?

• May I fulfil a summative and a formative assessment at the same time?

• How can I make assessment of learning inclusive and fair?

• How can I make assessment for learning inclusive and fair?

• How can I make assessment as learning inclusive and fair?

• Which of the three purposes/approaches to assessment should be pursued most? For

what reason?

WHEN: When should assessment take place in the learning process?

• What happens before the assessment?
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• What happens during the assessment?

• What happens after the assessment?

• Which role does planning play in the different phases of the assessment process?

HOW: How are assessment processes generally structured?

• Do I have a clear and well-founded aim and focus of assessment and what is it?

• Should I work with inductively or deductively generated categories and why so?

• Which categories can I use and what are possible risks and side-effects?

• Which strategies and tools of assessment can I use to gain deep and holistic insights?

• How do the assessment strategies compliment or overlap with one another?

• Is the outcome of assessment a feedback, a feedforward or both?

• What outcome is necessary to improve the student’s situation?

• Which categories, strategies, and outcomes are necessary to reach the pre-defined

aim of the assessment?

WHAT: What are possible focuses of assessment in education?

• Which role do competencies, abilities, and knowledge play in the assessment

process?

• Why is it important to consider hindrances and opportunities related to the classroom

environment?

• How can the interests of every single student be better involved in the assessment?

• What kind of contribution could a capability-based perspective offer to the

assessment process?

WHO: Who should be involved in the assessment processes?

• Who or what is in the centre of assessment / who or what is assessed?

• Which actors can contribute valuable information to the assessment?

• How can I establish a trustful atmosphere with all the involved actors?

• Are all necessary perspectives considered or did I inadvertently omit something or

someone?

Moreover, it might also be interesting to reflect on or discuss the following questions that

were posed at the beginning of the chapter:

• What are learning, education, and development?

• How can we measure learning and development?

• What role does assessment have in education?

Overall, careful consideration of all the above-mentioned questions is necessary to ensure

and strengthen equality and justice within the field of educational assessment.
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FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT PUT INTO
PRACTICE

Vana Chiou; Janneke Eising; Pamela February; and Melike Özüdoğru

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=427#oembed-1

Example Case

“Leah has just graduated and is a novice teacher who was given a grade 7 class at the

beginning of the year. She has 32 learners in her class, and she is excited to work with her first

class. From what she has learned so far, they come from diverse backgrounds with different

interests, learning abilities, and needs. Their diversity is not an issue for her as she really

wants to accommodate all her learners and create a safe, welcoming, and inclusive learning

environment. Leah would like to try more formative assessments to assist her in catering to all

her learners, but she has heard from others that it is time-consuming and difficult to execute in

larger classes.”

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:
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• Why should we employ formative assessments in inclusive classrooms?

• How can teachers be encouraged to use formative assessment in their classrooms?

• Can this be done in small steps without disrupting the class?

Introduction to Topic

Leah’s perception of formative assessment is similar to that of many teachers, be they

novices or more experienced teachers. Formative assessment has been around for as

long as summative assessment has and is regarded as essential to education. However,

the implementation of formative assessment appears to create “assessment tension” in

teachers, according to Chan and Tan (2022). Assessment tension is created when

education policies and reforms around formative assessment appear to be “required” of

teachers and they may not be ready for these changes. They may also see formative

assessment as being time-consuming. In addition, teachers see large classes as a barrier

when implementing formative assessment because the perception is that the activities

related to formative assessment take even longer with larger classes. So how do we

address these perceptions of teachers? According to Widiastuti and colleagues (2020),

a positive belief by teachers in formative assessment is the result of having a strong

understanding of the benefits of using formative assessment in the classroom. In turn,

these beliefs impact the way teachers implement formative assessment and how they

make decisions regarding the learning outcomes achieved by learners. Thus, the successful

implementation of formative assessment depends on the knowledge and skills teachers

have on the topic, their attitudes, and beliefs towards the value of using formative

assessment and whether their classroom practices regarding formative assessment

enhance the learning outcomes for their learners.

This chapter aims to unpack formative assessment as a concept, delve into five key

strategies, and show its connectedness to classroom practices and ideologies that well-

trained teachers already believe in. Furthermore, the chapter links these key strategies

to success criteria that teachers use in their daily teaching. What makes the chapter

distinctive is that it links the success criteria to formative assessment techniques that

enhance these criteria. Specifically, each of the five key strategies will highlight a formative

assessment technique, discuss how teachers can use it in the classroom practically, and

pinpoint pitfalls (if any) that teachers need to note, for example, as related to classroom

management. The aim is to demonstrate how teachers’ simple adjustments to assessment

practices can lead to increased classroom participation, learners who are aware of their

learning, and typically a more fun classroom experience for all.

It is believed that when teachers are willing to make changes to their current classroom
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practices regarding formative assessment, in small incremental ways, the learning and

teaching experience can be enhanced. These small steps for a teacher can lead to greater

learning opportunities for their learners and hopefully, encourage the teacher to venture into

more complex formative assessment techniques (Yan et al., 2021). The chapter provides

several formative techniques for each of the key strategies that range from the simple,

quick, and easily implementable to the more complex techniques that may span over

a longer time and require more input from both the teachers and learners. In addition,

student/future teachers can also make use of the added resources provided at the end of

the chapter.

This chapter can be read in conjunction with the chapter, Formative Assessment For-Of

Learning (All Means All).

Key aspects

UNPACKING FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

How do we define formative assessment?

Two evaluation methods that teachers frequently employ to gauge students’ understanding

of new content and compliance with learning goals are formative (assessment for/as

learning) and summative assessment (assessment of learning). While summative

assessment uses the information to determine students’ knowledge level upon the

completion of a learning unit or sequence, formative assessment entails obtaining data to

improve students’ learning (Dixton & Worell, 2016).

Formative assessment is a continuous, ongoing, and “forming” process that goes

alongside teaching. Although there is not a commonly accepted definition in literature, it

is widely acknowledged that this type of assessment occurs while teaching and learning

are taking place and is considered a crucial component of the instructional process.

Interestingly, formative assessment, as mentioned by Dodge (2009), is a part of learning.

That is, we cannot regard it as a distinct phase but rather as a key piece of the learning and

teaching process.

The main goal of formative assessment is to provide teachers with information on

their students’ needs and learning progress during the instructional phase. It is a useful

feedback source that empowers teachers with data and gives them a clear picture of

their students’ learning journey toward the achievement of the learning goals. In addition,

formative assessment can also provide students with information regarding their work and

development throughout the lesson. Formative assessment typically has little to do with

assigning grades to students. It aims to identify students’ needs in the classroom about

the learning goals set by the teacher and the potential areas that need to be improved.

Robert Stake’s maxim (Figure 1) describes formative assessment as taking place when a
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cook tastes the soup and summative assessment when the guests taste the soup. In the

first scenario, the objective is to make adjustments while there is still an opportunity to do

so, whereas in the second scenario, there is a sense of finality that accompanies the act of

judgement (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013).

Figure 1: The difference between formative and summative assessment

1-rmdQussDcqRJohuce5NoRQ.jpeg (558×418) (robmcentarffer.net)

There is a wide repertoire of activities, tasks, tools, and resources that can be used

in the classroom to implement formative assessment, including observations, exercises,

conversations, visualisations, and so on. In the classroom, two types of formative

assessment can be implemented: spontaneous (indirect/informal) and planned (direct/

formal) (Dixson & Worrell, 2016). Spontaneous formative assessment typically refers to

unplanned, unstructured tasks because they require no dedicated instructional time to

compile the data for each student and they provide teachers with information about their

students’ development. Discussions, body language signs, question-answers during

classes, and so on are indicative examples of such tasks. In this way, teachers learn about

students’ interests, working styles that appear to help some students or hinder others,

subjects or abilities in which some students are very proficient, or areas in which some

students are lacking and use this information to plan for upcoming lessons. Planned

(direct/formal) formative assessment refers to more structured tasks that are designed

to provide information about students’ comprehension and require sacrificing instructional

time for the sole goal of collecting data at the student level (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013).

Pretests with paper and pencil, diary entries or writing exercises, quizzes, self and peer

assessments, home assignments, and log entries are a few forms of planned assessments.
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Formative assessment as an inclusive assessment method

The value of formative assessment in inclusive classrooms cannot be underestimated.

Inclusive education aims to ensure equal opportunities for participation in education and

learning processes for all students. The primary aim of inclusive pedagogical approaches

is to avoid marginalisation in classrooms by applying strategies designed exclusively for

specific individual needs (Florian & Beaton, 2018). Using formative assessment strategies

provides opportunities whereby students are involved in similar assessment activities

which are differentiated for their specific needs. This type of engagement with students can

be a driving force to ensure an inclusive learning environment for all students regardless of

their diverse needs, levels, and backgrounds.

The question that arises is why employ formative assessment in inclusive classrooms.

How can it contribute to inclusion and what can be its impact on teaching in inclusive

classrooms? Interestingly, Florian and Beaton (2018) mention that the key assumption for

formative assessment is that it supports the engagement of all students in the learning

process. In other words, we assume that formative assessment, when used consistently

and methodically to enhance all students’ learning and understanding, may contribute to

inclusion in classrooms by engaging all learners and teachers in the learning process.

Moreover, by engaging all students in the assessment process, teachers can also

encourage them to take responsibility for their own learning, feel independent and included,

and improve their metacognition skills and their sense of self-efficacy. Formative

assessment can promote self-assessment and guide students to self-monitor their own

learning and comprehension. Students may feel more involved in the learning process this

way. Furthermore, formative assessment can help students demonstrate what they know,

and offer their teachers helpful information so that they can tailor the instruction to their

needs (Yan et al., 2021).

In addition, as previously mentioned, by using formative assessment, teachers gain

valuable information about students’ needs and progress to adjust their instruction to their

students’ needs and leverage their understanding and mastery of the content. This allows

them to reflect on their teaching and better organise their instruction to meet the different

needs of all students. It is important to highlight at this point that the formative assessment

should be aligned with the learning goals to deliver accurate and clear feedback to the

engaged learners and teachers. All formative assessment activities and tasks should be

designed, pre-organised or spontaneously implemented with the learning goals set

regarding the content area of the lesson (Andrade et. al, 2019).

Cizek (2010) provides a list of ten fundamental characteristics of formative assessment

that should be considered when designing it.

Formative assessment:

1. Focuses on goals that represent valuable educational outcomes with applicability
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beyond the learning context

2. Communicates clear, specific learning goals

3. Provides examples of learning goals, including, when relevant, the specific grading

criteria or rubrics that will be used to evaluate the student’s work

4. Identifies student’s current knowledge/skills and necessary prerequisites for the

desired goals

5. Requires development of plans for attaining the desired goals

6. Includes frequent assessment, including self-assessment, peer assessment, and

assessment embedded within learning activities

7. Includes feedback that is non-evaluative, specific, timely, related to the learning goals,

and provides recommendations to improve

8. Encourages students to self-monitor progress toward the learning goals

9. Promotes metacognition and reflection by students on their work

10. Encourages students to take responsibility for their own learning.

Adapted from Cizek (2010) in Andrade et al. (2019, p. 8)

The aforementioned characteristics illustrate the multifaceted and multi-level

opportunities that formative assessment can provide in an inclusive classroom, a

classroom that welcomes all students.

HOW CAN WE PUT FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT INTO PRACTICE?

Now that we know what formative assessment is, how do we put it into practice in our

classrooms? The next section will provide a step-by-step guide to doing this.

Step 1: Get to know your learners!

All good teaching starts with getting to know your students: knowing about their culture,

gender, their well-being, their interests, prior knowledge, language level, organisational skills,

the way they learn, etc. Tomlinson (2017) explains these aspects in 3 categories:

1. Pre-assessing student readiness

Readiness is about students’ knowledge, understanding, and skills of the content

(Santangelo & Tomlinson, 2009). Teachers can learn about students’ prior understanding

of the content that the following learning goals will build upon via the pre-assessment of

student readiness. Leah, in our example case, can assess her students’ readiness by asking

questions, observing the points they find difficult or easy, conducting pretests using pen

and paper, writing prompts or journal entries, interviews like think-aloud sessions, using

graphic organisers or concept maps, problem sets among others. By assessing students’

readiness, it is possible to spot their misconceptions as well as their knowledge and
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skill gaps (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013; Tomlinson, Moon & Imbeau, 2015). Students are not

blank slates. They might already have some level of knowledge of the new subject, even

though teachers have not taught it to them. Due to this, it would be useful for teachers to

discover the topics or skills that some students may have already mastered, or possible

misconceptions or learning gaps (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013). Through the assessment of

readiness, Leah as a teacher adjusts instruction by designing diverse learning tasks that

are adequately challenging for her students’ readiness, allowing them to enhance their

knowledge, comprehension, and abilities beyond their current comfort zones (Tomlinson &

Imbeau, 2010).

In addition to assessing students’ readiness to learn new content, a pre-assessment of

interests and learning profiles is also important.

2. Pre-assessing for Interests

Students’ interests are the topics or processes that provoke curiosity and inspire passion

and, thus, promote attention, facilitate motivation, and encourage the involvement of

students (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013). In this way, students can connect what is being taught

with things they already value. For instance, Leah may choose to differentiate key skills

and materials by aligning them with particular students’ interests in several areas, such

as music, sports, books, films, etc., which in turn affect motivation, creativity, as well as

productivity (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013). To make instruction more accessible to more

students, it is essential to assess student interest (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013). Leah as a

teacher can make several links between the subject matter she teaches and the interests of

her students. For instance, math is easily related to architecture, construction, cooking, and

video games. Literature’s themes are clearly visible in history, current affairs, art, and music.

Politics, civic engagement, and international cultures are just a few areas where social

science can be related. In this way, teachers improve student motivation, achievement, and

the relevance of the curriculum.

3. Pre-assessing for Learning Profiles

A learning profile describes how students learn most effectively (Santangelo &

Tomlinson, 2009). Students often have various learning preferences, such as different

preferences for learning environments, cognitive styles, intelligence preferences, and group

orientation (Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006; Tomlinson & Moon, 2013). In this sense, some

students may prefer to interact with groups, the whole class, or work alone; in workspaces

that are quiet, or with music playing; and/or workspaces with tables instead of desks

(Tomlinson & Moon, 2013). In addition, some students are visual or kinesthetic learners;

others are verbal or auditory learners (Santangelo & Tomlinson, 2009); and another group of

students might prefer learning through courses that take multiple intelligences into account

(Tomlinson & Moon, 2013).

Leah as a teacher must pre-assess her students’ readiness, interests, and learning

profiles because they make it possible for teachers and students to relate new learning to

prior information, individualise learning, remind students of essential skills and knowledge,
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and support their metacognition. Teachers also use this information to change the teaching

methods, the learning environment, and the assessment procedures.

For further resources on how to pre-assess your learners, see IRIS | Page 3: Know Your

Students (vanderbilt.edu)

Also consult the chapter on Differentiation (All Means All)

Step 2: Getting to know key formative assessment strategies!

Because every single student has their own individual challenge(s), as teachers we need

strategies to assess all students’ learning towards the intended learning outcomes in an

efficient way. Thanks to Dylan Wiliams’ work (2018) and others, we have five key Formative

Assessment strategies, addressing the earlier mentioned ten characteristics (See sub-

heading, How do we define formative assessment? ), which we can use in an inclusive

classroom to assess all students’ learning. These strategies incorporate the idea that

learning is an ongoing, cyclic process, learners working on goals (feed-up), looking at how

far they are towards these goals (feedback) and what next activities should be done to

make progress (feed-forward) (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).

Figure 2: Formative assessment is one cyclic process with three key questions
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Source: Adapted from Sluijsmans, 2020

In general, teachers share learning goals with their learners (feed up) and provide

feedback, but sometimes the real feed-forward is missing, implicit, or not clear for learners.

However, they should know what to do to successfully complete the task and achieve the

learning goal(s). Additionally, when learners are actively involved in this process, it implies

that they have more awareness about what and how they learn, which will support their

learning. This leads to the five key strategies below, which are all interrelated. Looking at the

cyclic character of the five strategies, you can use different techniques in different orders,

but keep in mind that the learning intentions and success criteria should always be leading

and that your teaching activities and assessment activities are constructively aligned with

the intended goals (Biggs, 2006).

Figure 3: Five key strategies of formative assessment

Source: Adapted from Leahy et al. (2005) in Wiliam (2018, p. 52)

Before we dive into practical formative assessment techniques, we will explain the five

key formative assessment strategies and how they are interrelated.

Key Strategy 1: Clarifying, sharing, and understanding learning intentions and success
criteria – FEED-UP

Without clear learning intentions, where are we heading to? And if we do not know where

to go, how should we assess progress? This seems obvious, but very often students do

not know why they should learn something, what quality will be expected, or how to get

there. Of course, most teachers will share learning objectives at the start of the lesson, but

unfortunately, at that moment they might be meaningless for learners.
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Think about how and when to share learning intentions and how to relate them to so-

called big ideas, referring to real-life issues and addressing students’ feelings as well.

Separate the learning intentions from the context of the activity in order to work on

sustainable goals. Discuss what quality will be expected by working with success criteria,

related to the learning intentions: key steps or ingredients to be covered to fulfil the task

successfully.

Key Strategy 2: Eliciting evidence of learning – FEEDBACK

At different moments, based on learning intentions and success criteria, you would like

to know where all learners are in their learning process. For instance, by checking their

prior knowledge, checking the impact of your explanation, or halfway through a task. The

challenge is to see in one go where all learners are, what progress all learners made, and

to engage all learners. This could be done by engineering effective classroom discussions

and making use of all-student response systems, digital or non-digital.

Key Strategy 3: Providing feedback that moves learning forward – FEED-FORWARD

Wiliam (2017) states that feedback should be more work for the recipient than the donor

because it should cause thinking and not an emotional response. In addition, that feedback

should be a recipe for the future. In other words, get learners to think about how to improve

their work. To avoid a lack of motivation, there are some ‘rules’ to take into account: limit

your feedback, be specific in your feed-forward and praise effort rather than ability, and use

comments instead of grades. It is not the summative test yet! Do not forget to provide time

to work on it, and check any improvements made.

Key Strategy 4: Activating students as learner resources for each other – FEEDBACK/
FEED-FORWARD

As a teacher, you can provide feedback and feed-forward, but for both practical and

educational reasons, it makes sense to ask learners to assess their peers’ work, to make

them feel responsible for their peers’ and own learning. Bear in mind, that if learners are not

used to this way of working, you should teach them how to do this in a safe manner and

to engage all of them. This can be done, for instance, by making use of protocols, marking

grids, and structured cooperative learning activities.

Key Strategy 5: Activating students as owners of their own learning – FEEDBACK/
FEED-FORWARD

Self-regulated learning, metacognition, self-efficacy, and agency are fundamental concepts

in education. While these terms may seem complex, simple yet effective techniques can

help learners articulate their understanding, identify challenges, and express when they

require additional support. Establishing these routines within a safe and structured learning
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environment creates a foundation for deeper engagement. Once this groundwork is in

place, more advanced strategies, such as the use of learning portfolios, can be introduced

to further enhance student autonomy and reflective practice.

Step 3: Let’s practice formative assessment!

For each key strategy discussed above, we will now:

• List the main success criteria,

• Provide you with several practical techniques you could use,

• Give examples of how to embed it in an inclusive classroom, and

• Address pitfalls you may encounter when using a particular technique and how to cope

with these.

There are a lot of informal techniques you can use in order to check students’ progress

and provide information about what to teach next. For instance, thumbs up (I understand),

sideways (I may have difficulties in some areas), or thumbs down (I do not understand).

There are also more formal techniques, which should be planned in advance and take more

time, for example, if you ask students to work on a reading log with the use of a template

you created (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013). But do not make it too difficult because we know

that with simple, small techniques, you can highly impact students’ learning and that ‘the

shorter the assessment-interpretation-action cycle becomes, the greater the impact on

student achievement’ (Wiliam, 2018, p. 51).

Figure 4: Thumbs check for understanding

1290 | FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT PUT INTO PRACTICE



https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Thumbs-Check-for-

Understanding-268414?st=6ae8a472b0edda86d5f57deea54e1c53

All the techniques mentioned can be found on the internet, in Wiliam’s work, as well as

other sources, see the list at the end of this chapter.

Key Strategy 1: Clarifying, sharing, and
understanding learning intentions – FEED UP

Success criteria:

• Discuss learning intentions with learners
and be creative about when and how you

share them.
• Keep the context of learning out of the

learning intentions.
• Show, if relevant, the ‘big picture’, the big

ideas behind the learning objectives.
• Start with different samples of work,

rather than rubrics, to communicate
quality.

• Make use of success criteria: key steps or
ingredients students need to fulfil the task

and the learning intention

Practical techniques:

• Strength and Weaknesses Discussion by
comparing and contrasting samples of work

from different quality
• Showing Model Papers

• Ask students to list success criteria based on
samples

• What Not to Write (what to avoid)
• Immediate and Delayed Post-Tests

• Daily Sign-In
• Ongoing reference to the coverage of the unit

of work and the why of it (use pictures, big
questions, main concepts, etc.)

Example 1

Leah starts a unit of work about marketing and the role of advertisements. She wants her

students to analyse techniques used to seduce people to buy something. Students are

tasked to create, in groups of 3-4, a tempting advertisement for a product of their choice.

Instead of immediately sharing the learning intentions and explaining the task, Leah

starts off by asking the students which advertisements made them think: ‘I would like to

have this!’ and why. Next, she uses the Strengths and Weaknesses Discussion technique

that shows her students four different samples of advertisements and asks all students to

think individually about which one is the best. Students are then asked to write down at least

two arguments to motivate their choice. After a few minutes, the students are told to pair up

and compare and contrast their answers. They then come up with the two most important

criteria for tempting advertisements, to be written down on two different Post-its. 32 Post-

its are then collected on the wall, and the students are invited to walk around and order the

Post-its by looking for the same criteria. This leads to a joint list with four success criteria

for a high-quality advertisement, with some help from Leah:

• Visuals are used

• Related to the interests of the target group

• Including a quote you will never forget

• Including funny, unexpected elements

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT PUT INTO PRACTICE | 1291



After this activity, Leah shares that this unit is about analysing techniques used to seduce

people to buy something and asks why it might be important to be aware of how people are

manipulated to buy things.

Reflecting on her teaching activity, Leah is happy with the drafted success criteria, but

it took her a long time to find good samples of different quality adverts. Fortunately, next

year it will be better because then she could ask students to allow her to show their

work, of course, anonymously. She also realised that not all students were engaged in

the classroom discussion. Some students were so eager to share their experiences that

they started yelling and did not listen to the other students. In addition, some students

looked distracted and did not come up with any ideas. Also, the final Post-it activity was

a bit messy. These are some of the issues that Leah must keep in mind for a smoother

classroom activity next time.

What would you do differently if you were in Leah’s shoes?

If we look at the second formative assessment strategy, we will find techniques

promoting all students’ engagement in a classroom discussion, and practical techniques to

use to elicit all students’ learning in a structured way.
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Key Strategy 2: Eliciting evidence of learning - FEEDBACK

Success criteria:

• Engineer classroom discussions, related to learning intentions,
engaging all learners.

• Use a wide range of questions, at the right level, not only to
check understanding but to inform what to teach next.

• Make use of questioning strategies in order to make all learners
think, i.e. wait time, no hands up, no opt-out, etc.

• Encourage learners to develop their own questions and to ask
them, as well as peer students.

• Make use of ‘all-student-response tools’: digital or non-digital.

Practical techniques:

Classroom discussion:

• Cold Calling
• Hot-Seat Questioning

• Think Pair Share
• Say It Again Better
• Probing Questions

• Model your thinking; ask
learners to think aloud

• …

All-Student-Response tools:

• Thumbs up, -sideways,
-down, etc.

• Fingers: 1, 2, 3
• ABCD Cards

• Mini Whiteboards
• Exit tickets

• Post-its
• Learning logs

• …

Digital all response systems

• Padlet
• Kahoot!

• Socrative
• Mentimeter
• Lesson up
• Jeopardy

• Gimkit
• Blooket

• Google Forms
• …

Take note: We are aware that not all schools and/or learners have access to digital tools

and thus the following example may not be applicable to them.

Example 2

Reflecting on the Post-it activity, Leah decided to use the digital tool Padlet to make all

students’ thinking visible instead of the physical Post-its. Using Padlet, a digital board

where all students can upload their Post-its by name or anonymously through the use of

nicknames. This avoids students having to walk around, and Leah would be able to move

the Post-its to make groups/clusters, which supports her classroom management.

In addition, Leah might use one of the student response systems such as Kahoot,

Socrative, Quizzes, Quizlet, etc. to assess her students’ readiness, interests, learning levels
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and misconceptions through surveys, quizzes, and dialogues. In this way, all her students

are part of the classroom conversations and question-answer sections by using their

mobile phones and publishing their answers. Through these game-based learning

platforms, the motivation and interests of students to learn the topic are increased. Also,

her students can examine their conceptual comprehension as well as compare it to that of

their peers since they can see how they are doing in comparison to their classmates.

Engaging all students in a classroom discussion might even be more challenging. Leah

asked some experienced colleagues how they do this and received different answers. Some

of them make use of strict rules, such as asking a question, waiting for a few seconds, and

then the students should raise their hand if they want to say something. Other teachers

were more inclined to randomly pick students, using the Cold-Calling technique, so that they

must pay attention. Leah agrees that this might be good to do but is wondering what to do

with students, not really knowing what to say. She decides that in cases like this, she should

bounce the question to other students, but will come back to the first one with a question

easier to answer. Leah also noticed that she should not pose two questions in one, but that

it would be better to start with one, and then ask a follow-up question to the same student

or another student.

When Leah applied her ideas in the next lesson during a recap activity, starting with telling

students not to raise their hands, they were pretty shocked. Some of them still did, and Leah

struggled with being consistent by not rewarding their input and ignoring it. She decided to

give it a try for a couple of weeks, realising that both she and her students need time to get

used to it, and to make it a routine.
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Key Strategy 3: Providing feedback that moves learning forward -
FEED-FORWARD

Success criteria:

• Use comments only as grading.
• Give students task-involving feedback rather than ego-involving

feedback; praise learners for effort rather than ability.

• Balance your feedback, i.e. not too much, not too general,
context-specific, and focus on learner response rather than the

feedback itself.

• Make feedback into detective work.

• Give learners time to make improvements to their work.

Practical techniques:

• Keep comments positive
and specific

• Add questions, but not
too many

• Make use of
improvement prompts

• Highlight (some) things
to improve

•
• Ask learners to find it and

fix it
• Let them ‘buddy up’

• Provide time to redraft or
re-do some parts and

check again
• …

Example 3

Before starting with the final advertisement to be created, Leah asks the groups to submit

the set-up of their advertisement: product, target group, and ideas about how to make

it attractive and convincing, based on the listed success criteria. She composed

heterogeneous groups of 3-4 students with different academic levels and different ways of

learning so that they could support each other (Buddy-up technique).

All groups came up with a topic, but the target group for the advert was not always well-

defined where some groups were a bit more creative than others. Instead of immediately

improving their work or giving ideas, Leah decided that it would be good to add

improvement prompts leading to the next step or level. For instance, ‘define who should buy

your product’. For one group, struggling with the activity, she gave some examples, making

use of scaffolded prompts.

She also noticed that in some groups, one or two students did all the work, whereas

some others were not as involved as they should be. Reflecting on this, she intended to

make sure that all members of the groups were working in the next lesson. To do this, she

needed to figure out what might hinder students from coming up with ideas and materials.
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Additionally, she thought that it might be good to make use of a cooperative learning

activity, structuring group work and addressing students’ individual accountability.

Having nine groups of students with nine products to check in total, it took Leah quite

some time to provide proper feed-forward to help students working on creating a good

final product. After discussing the main feed-forward plenary, and returning the specific

feedback to the groups, Leah asked the students to work on improvements and to show

what they had changed. This went well, but Leah noticed that it might be better if the

students were tasked with assessing their work and/or that of their peers, which may

increase their agency, making them more responsible for their learning. This would also

improve her class time management.

Key Strategy 4: Activating students as learning resources
for one another – FEED BACK/FEED-FORWARD

Success criteria:

• Train learners, in stages, to mark their own work and
each other’s work and model how to provide feedback

and feed forward.
• Discuss ground rules of peer feedback with learners in

order to avoid anxiety.
• Let learners focus on success criteria, mainly as a

checklist and identify where they need support.
• Make use of cooperative learning activities to organise

peer feedback and emphasise individual accountability
within group work.

• Make use of feedback tools and protocols to organise
peer assessment, e.g. ‘sentence starters’, templates,

mapping tools, etc.

Practical techniques:

• C3B4ME (see three before me)
• Homework Help Board

• Group-Based Test Preparation
• Peer-marking

• In groups (2 -4 learners), organise
peer-feedback in a guided way, by

working with:
• Two Stars and a Wish

• Post-its
• Sentence Starters

• Structured Protocols
• Preflight Checklist

• I-You-We
• …

Example 4

One lesson later the students drafted their advertisements and Leah decided to organise

a peer-feedback/feed-forward activity by asking the groups to pair up twice with another

group to compare their work. Aiming for high-quality feedback and feed-forward, Leah first

did a recap on the four success criteria with the students, which she stuck on the wall since

starting to work on the advertisement task. In her work instruction, she indicates that each

group has two minutes to show their advertisement including motivating choices made.

After these four minutes, the groups are tasked to discuss in their own groups two things

they really appreciate in the advertisement of the other group and one thing that could

be improved (Two Stars and a Wish) and then share it with the other group. She tells the

students to assign a timekeeper. To increase the quality of the feedback and feed-forward

Leah created some sentence starters to be used: “What went well? And better if…”. She re-

emphasises that the feedback and feed-forward should be based on the success criteria.

For this part of the activity, she planned to spend ten minutes in total.

Before starting it, she asked if all students understood what to do, by using thumbs up
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(Yes, got it), thumbs sideways (I am not completely sure), and thumbs down (I do not

understand yet). Most students indicated that they know how to approach the feedback/

feed-forward activity, but some showed that they were not sure yet. She asks some students

who put their thumb up to repeat the work instruction in their own words (Say it Better

Again) and checks all students’ understanding by randomly picking one student to explain

it again.

After the two rounds, the lesson is almost done, and she asks the students to collect their

received stars and wishes, to be used for the upcoming lesson. Before leaving, she asks

students to individually reflect on the received feedback and feed-forward and to write down

one thing they really would like to improve (Exit Ticket). All students submit their exit tickets

while leaving the room, with Leah standing in the doorway.

After class, Leah reads all exit tickets and is happy with the planned actions about what

to do next. She summarises them and plans to use them at the start of the next lesson. She

realises that, thanks to this more structured cooperative learning activity, it was easier to

manage the classroom. The only thing Leah is not sure about is how far individual students

are in their learning. That makes her decide to conclude the unit of work with an individual

activity to assess what students gained from it and make students aware of what they

developed and how.

Key Strategy 5: Activating students as owners of their own learning –
FEEDBACK/FEED-FORWARD

Success criteria:

• Be aware that independent learning is probably difficult for learners.
Teach them how to learn and how to organise their learning by

modelling, (guided) practice, and evaluating.
• Give learners challenging tasks that are achievable with effort, and

make clear that failure is not only acceptable but also expected
(otherwise the work is too easy).

• Make use of self-report tools (and be careful to check the accuracy of
reporting) and let them create learning portfolios that focus on their

progress.
• Embed self-assessment as a routine in your lessons.

• Create a safe and powerful learning environment by giving learners
choices, challenging tasks, and paying attention to social class

processes.

Practical techniques:

• Traffic Lights
• Red or Green

Disks
• Coloured Cups

• Learning
Portfolios

• Learning Logs
• Self-marking,
based on provided

templates,
protocols

• …

Example 5

In the next lesson, Leah starts by discussing the results of the exit tickets. Then she tasks

the different groups to make a shortlist and to finalise their advertisements in order to

submit it to the next lesson. In a classroom discussion, she evaluates with the students

what kind of strategies marketers use to seduce people to buy their products. She also asks

the students to reflect on working in groups: what helps and what to avoid?

At the end of the lesson, Leah wanted her students to individually reflect on their learning
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by writing a reading log, but some struggled with how to do this. She consulted Wiliam’s

work (2018, p. 184) and found prompts she would like to use:

• In these lessons, I learned…

• I was surprised by…

• What I liked most about this unit of work was…

• The most useful thing I will take from this unit of work is…

• One thing I am not sure about is…

• I would like to learn more about …

• I might have gotten more from this unit of work if…

HOW CAN YOU GET STARTED WITH FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT IN YOUR
CLASS?

What we know from research (Wiliam, 2018) is that formative assessment in itself is not

decisive for students’ success, but that the quality of the teacher makes the difference. But

what makes a good teacher? Looking at the five key formative assessment strategies, they

are all intertwined, which emphasises the holistic character of teaching. Good classroom

management and creating a safe learning environment are prerequisites for embedding

formative assessment and increasing student learning. On the other hand, this could be

seen as a circular process, where using meaningful learning goals, engaging questioning

techniques that involve all students, feedback activities that guide students on what to do

next, and helping students become aware of how they organise their work and approach

learning, will all contribute to supporting classroom management and learning culture.

With more experience and having your own classes it might be easier to work with

formative assessment, but one of the benefits of student-teachers is that they are open to

trying new techniques and have the time to experiment during micro-teaching activities and

their internship. In this way, they might inspire their mentor-teachers and most of all their

students.

In addition to this, here are some tips to get started with formative assessment, based

primarily on Shirley Clarke’s work (2005):

1. Take your time

Formative assessment is not just about using one tool, it is a way of teaching. Think

about where to begin and what steps to take next. Start by sharing learning intentions in a

meaningful way, and consider comparing and contrasting different work samples to discuss

quality and set success criteria.

2. Do not rush

It will take time for both you and your students to get used to new routines. Be patient.

3. Share your insights
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Talk with colleagues, lecturers, and peers. Sharing ideas helps everyone grow.

4. Learn from the experts

Consult the work of formative assessment experts like Shirley Clarke and Dylan Wiliam.

Dive into more readings on the topic, and do not forget to check the references at the

end of the chapter for further suggestions.

5. Keep a journal

Jot down notes about what worked well in lessons, what could be improved, and ideas

for making things even better next time.

6. And most importantly, involve your students!

Ask students for feedback on the formative assessment strategies you’re using. Get

their opinions and listen to how they feel about it.

When formative assessment is not part of the routine at your school and everyone is

focused on grades and summative tests, it is common for students to say they prefer

grades over comments, dislike random questioning, or would rather get feedback from

teachers instead of doing detective work or receiving peer feedback. Do not be

discouraged. This shows you’re on the right track, encouraging your students to think and

engage more deeply. It also highlights the importance of having a school-wide formative

assessment policy. Embedding formative assessment into regular practice across classes

will support you in making it a part of your teaching. Keep communicating the why, what,

and how of formative assessment with your colleagues, school leadership, students, and

their families.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this chapter is to emphasise the value of formative assessment in inclusive

classrooms and to provide alternative paths to put it into practice. Literature review

indicates that formative assessment, when employed consistently and continuously, may

involve all students and instructors in a safe inclusive classroom environment that fosters

equality and equity among its members.

Formative assessment is conceptualised as a dynamic evaluative process that serves

two main roles in the ongoing instructional process: it informs students about their

understanding of the content and engages them in the learning process, while also acting

as a catalyst for teachers’ reflection on their practice and the selection of instructional

strategies.

When formative assessment is put into practice, the following elements should be

included for its success: clearly laid out learning goals, a variety of formative assessment

techniques to elicit students’ learning, and feedback in a range of formats at appropriate

levels. The diversity exhibited in the collection of formative assessment techniques reminds

us that there can be no one-size-fits-all package (Tomlinson & Moon, 2013). Getting to
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know the students, the way they learn better, their academic readiness level, their needs,

interests, and background assist in adopting multiple means of formative assessment that

offer several evaluation paths to show their understanding. By ensuring the engagement

of all students in the assessment and learning process, teachers create fruitful conditions

for a safe inclusive environment where none is excluded or feels marginalised. In such

a welcoming and safe learning environment, students may be comfortable clearly

communicating their mastery of the content, thus providing useful information to teachers

about their knowledge level, and any potential gaps or misconceptions.

The chapter highlights a wide range of formative assessment techniques from the

conventional to more contemporary, providing teachers with a variety of options to select

those they consider appropriate to help students demonstrate what they know. In several of

these, technology plays an important and facilitating role.

Continuous training of pre-service or in-service teachers in a variety of assessment

strategies and techniques will equip them with the knowledge and the flexibility to create

or choose formative assessment techniques that are best suited to their classroom. It

is crucial to emphasise at this point that even if a teacher is unfamiliar with all of the

approaches presented in this chapter or other works, the process of assessing the current

situation starts the moment the teacher enters the classroom, even in a more informal way.

As a result, it is critical for teachers to enhance their knowledge of the value of formative

assessment in guiding all students’ learning and growth. Typically, practising formative

assessment in the classroom leads to a more fun learning experience for your students,

and students tend to learn more, remember more, and see the connections to what they are

learning more holistically. And who does not want to be a fun teacher doing fun things in

their classroom?

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=427#h5p-1

Closing questions to discuss or tasks
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1. How can students’ involvement in formative assessment be improved?

2. How can specific learning targets relate to students’ future achievement goals?

3. How favourable should an educational context be for formative assessment?

4. What can be done to enhance the feasibility of assessment for learning?

5. What is the importance of clarifying, sharing, and understanding learning intentions and

success criteria? How can we do this in a meaningful way engaging all students?

6. What makes an effective classroom discussion, eliciting evidence for learning?

7. What is the importance of student agency and self-regulated learning?

8. How do peer- and self-assessment contribute to student agency and self-regulated

learning?

9. If independent learning is so important, why does it happen so little?

10. How do we balance formative and summative assessment?

Tasks

Activity 1: How to share learning intentions

Think about a topic to teach and how to introduce it, including big ideas, learning intentions

and success criteria. Prepare a teaching activity in which you share your learning intentions

in an engaging way and work with success criteria, related to a task for students. Teaching

time depends on your activity, so do not rush yourself. Include ideas about what to take into

account regarding how to manage the classroom.

Success criteria to consider:

• At least 3 learning intentions are formulated by making use of Bloom’s taxonomy

(Bloom verbs).

• Learning intentions are connected to a big idea, related to a task, and by keeping the

context of learning out of the learning intention.

• At least 4 success criteria are provided, giving clear steps or ingredients indicating how

to successfully finalise the task.

• Learning intentions and success criteria are shared with students in a creative way,

stimulating all students’ learning.

• Ideas about classroom management are included.

Activity 2: How to engineer a classroom discussion

A classroom discussion is meant to inspire all students to deepen their knowledge and

develop their thinking skills about a specific topic. It is often used to introduce new materials

but has to be built on expected prior knowledge, which explains its use as a formative

assessment technique eliciting students’ prior knowledge. The teacher guides the discussion

but is not involved in answering the questions themselves. Students need to be active,
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which emphasises the teacher’s use of effective questioning skills and efficient all-response

systems. Think about a topic to discuss and how to organise your classroom discussion.

Success criteria to consider:

• The discussion lasts 10 -15 minutes .

• Prior knowledge of the students, related to learning objective(s), is elicited

• Questioning strategies are used in order to make all students think, i.e. wait time, no

hands up, no opt out, etc.

• A range of different questions are used. They are at the right level, not only checking

understanding, but to make visible what to teach next.

• Students are encouraged to develop their own questions and to ask them to the teacher

as well as to peer students.

• At least one all-response system is used.

• Classroom lay-out is in line with the activity and motivated with reference to relevant

theory.

• Classroom discussion procedure is announced to the students.

Activity 3: Providing feedback and feed-forward

Dylan Wiliam (2015) states: ‘Feedback should be more work for the recipient than the donor’.

Explain the meaning of this statement and provide three concrete examples, related to your

serial lessons, of how to organise feedback that is “more work for the recipient than the

donor” and offers clear guidance on what to do next.

Activity 4: Peer assessment

Working on their task (accompanied by success criteria), organise a peer assessment activity,

in groups of 3-4 students.

Consider the following:

• Describe the peer assessment activity you plan to organise and explain your rationale

for choosing it.

• How do you prepare your students for this activity and what do you tell them before

starting?

• Explain how you will create groups: homogeneous groups or mixed-ability groups. Give

reasons for your answer with reference to relevant theory.

• Explain the importance of ‘individual accountability’ and how to safeguard it within your

activity.
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Activity 5: Self Assessment

Watch the video (5.46 minutes) about Self-Assessment and provide ideas about this strategy

in this chapter.

Link to the video: Self-Assessment: Reflections from Students and Teachers – YouTube

Answer the questions below and share your ideas with a peer:

• What connections do you draw between the video and the text and your own life or

other learning?

• What ideas, positions or assumptions do you want to challenge or argue within the

video and the text?

• What key concepts or ideas do you think are important and worth holding on to from

the video and text?

• What changes in attitudes, thinking, or action are suggested by the video and text, either

for you or others?

(Based on The 4 C’s Thinking Routine (The 4 Cs_1.pdf (harvard.edu)

INTERESTING VIDEOS

1. Dylan Wiliam – The Classroom Experiment

The Classroom Experiment (episode 1): https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=J25d9aC1GZA

The Classroom Experiment (episode 2): https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=1iD6Zadhg4M

Short version: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b0TTgeSn7ys

In this BBC documentary Dylan Wiliam works with a school on implementing formative

assessment techniques, such as no hands up, mini whiteboard and traffic lights. The full

documentary lasts 2 hours, but you can also watch the short version of it.

2. John Hattie about Learning Intentions and Success Criteria

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dvzeou_u2hM

This is a short video on how to make learning visible, discussing the high impact of

sharing learning intentions and success criteria with students.

3. Austin’s Butterfly

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E_6PskE3zfQ

This is a short video on how to discuss high-quality work, providing feedback and feed-

forward and showing that practising really works to improve students’ work.
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4. Peer-assessment: Reflections from Students and Teachers

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DqWCJZH8ziQ

This is a short video about how to put peer assessment into practice.

5. Self-assessment: Reflections from Students and Teachers

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CkFWbC91PXQ

This is a short video about how to put self-assessment into practice.

6. Shirley Clarke: Formative assessment into practice

https://www.shirleyclarke-education.org/videos/

Six free short videos about different formative assessment techniques in action.

CONNECTED CHAPTERS

This chapter can be read in conjunction with the following chapters in the All Means All

Book:

*Formative Assessment for/of Learning

*School Assessment in an inclusive education system – Do we measure what we value

or do we value what we can measure?

*Differentiation
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LANGUAGE LEARNING FOR ALL
Silver Cappello; Julia Schlam Salman; and Merja Kauppinen

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=5#oembed-1

Example Case

Tracy is a language teacher who works with newly arrived immigrants in Sweden. Here she

describes some of the strategies and techniques she uses to ensure that her classroom is

inclusive for all.

“I’ve been teaching in Sweden for the past 12 years and I work with newly arrived immigrant

students who come to Sweden from a variety of backgrounds. They come and they are put

together in a preparation class for a maximum of two years. So we have a group with different

ages, abilities, ethnicities and backgrounds, all together in one class. It’s quite a challenge.

In general, we are seeing a rise in multilingual classrooms. So it’s something that teachers

everywhere really need to be aware of— how we recognize the diversity of our students, what

they’re bringing to the classroom in terms of background and cultural experiences, and how

this experience of being together with many different people is enriching and that we should

celebrate it. It’s also important to think about how this experience might affect their learning

identity and mark them for the rest of their school career. Therefore, we have to be positive and

encouraging about their own home languages. In Sweden, we support them by using techniques

such as translanguaging. We use that as a method for recognizing where they’re from, but also

for integrating them into a new system.”

Tracy Fletcher-Tjernberg, High School Teacher and Researcher, Sweden
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Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. How do you know that your students understand you? What signs do you look for in

the classroom?

2. How do you get to know the linguistic and cultural background of your students?

3. How do you promote and support the languages of all your students in multilingual

classrooms?

Introduction to Topic

Schools today are increasingly multilingual with learners bringing different home languages

and ethnolinguistic identities to the classroom. The language of instruction may be the

learners’ first language (L1), their second language (L2), an additional language or a foreign

language (for example, in contexts where English is a foreign language and is being used

as the language of instruction) (Cenoz & Gorter, 2022). In order for the learning space to

be fully inclusive, care must be taken to make the language of instruction accessible to all

learners.

Many factors are at play when we take into consideration how learners understand

the language being used in the classroom. A helpful initial starting point is a framework

developed by the Council of Europe entitled the Common European Framework of

Reference for Languages (CEFR). This provides a framework around which curricular and

educational initiatives can be developed which prompt and support multilingualism and

multiculturalism. The CEFR was designed to “protect linguistic and cultural diversity,

promote plurilingual and intercultural education, reinforce the right to quality education for

all, and enhance intercultural dialogue, social inclusion and democracy” (Council of Europe,

2022). The CEFR outlines clear standards and performance indicators for each level of

language learning and includes descriptor scales which run from A1 to C2. The first level,

A1, is a beginning language learner and user and C2 is someone who can use a language in

all facets of their life – personal, public, professional/occupational and educational. These

spheres are significant because they emphasise authentic, real-life ways in which learners

use language to function and communicate.

Figure 1: CEFR Scale and short descriptors of spoken production
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Based on https://badges4languages.files.wordpress.com/2015/08/cefr-hours.jpg

Another important component of the CEFR framework is the distinction between

receptive language skills—what a language user can hear and understand or read and

understand and productive language skills—what a user can say or write. When we focus

on checking for understanding and making sure the language of instruction is accessible

to all learners, this is an important distinction to bear in mind. As with language learning in

early childhood, learners may be in different stages in their language acquisition. They may

be able to access content and understand the subject matter in the classroom but they may

not yet feel comfortable “producing” responses—for example participating in a classroom

discussion (Lightbown & Spada, 2021).

It is also critical to provide learners with different modes and modalities for showing

their knowledge and understanding. Termed multimodality, this practice emphasises the

integration of not only written texts but also images, aural resources, video resources,

movement and technology (Choi & Yi, 2016). Some learners might prefer a more

“traditional” approach such as reading a text and answering questions while other learners

might prefer listening to a reading text and then making a video about what they have

heard. Both approaches enable learners to demonstrate their knowledge and

understanding.(Sousa, 2017; Tomlinson, 2017).

Additional dimensions of the CEFR expand on receptive and productive language skills

and include interaction and mediation. Both of these dimensions highlight the social

component of language learning. Language usage is a social act that enables participation

and interaction within a society. Particularly in multilingual classrooms, learners need to be

given time to practise interacting and mediating meanings in the target language. This is

especially critical for students who do not share the language of instruction and the often

implicit, sociopragmatic expectations. As previously discussed, these opportunities for
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practice provide scaffolding for subsequent, real-life, day-to-day situations when learners

will need to use the language to communicate.

A final aspect of the CEFR that is important to highlight is its framing as a “competence-

based approach” to language learning (Council of Europe, 2020). In the CEFR, language

learning primarily focuses on activities and interactions that are related to real world tasks.

Language learners are assessed on what they can do with the language around specific

communicative tasks (and not what they cannot do or do not yet know). This additive

approach ensures a focus on real-life communicative competences learners are

developing. It is a motivating approach that highlights the ongoing nature of language

acquisition. There is always more about language to be learned but everybody, including, for

example, non-verbal communication, knows and can do something with language.

With the CEFR framing our thinking, in this chapter, teachers will be introduced to three

dimensions for making language more accessible to learners: mindsets, models and

methods. The first, mindsets, are the epistemological frameworks—in other words the

belief systems— teachers bring to the classroom which inform their teaching and learning.

The second, models, are the structures teachers use to think about and organise their

classrooms. Finally, methods are the actual tools and techniques teachers use in the

classroom to make language more accessible to learners.

Due in part to migration, globalisation, technologization and mobility (The Douglas Fir

Group, 2016) classrooms are increasingly diverse and plurilingual. Teachers may have four,

five, six or more different home languages present in their classrooms. Mindsets, models

and methods have a major impact on how inclusive and accessible these classrooms can

be and how well learners can use the language of instruction to access the content being

learned.

In this chapter, we provide resources that can be used for different kinds of language

users including for example, learners studying in their first language, learners studying in

their second language, bilingual learners and learners who are speakers of other languages

and are studying, for example, in an English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) classroom.

Irrespective of the linguistic circumstances in the particular school or classroom, in this

chapter teachers will find general resources for increasing their students’ access to

language. It is important to bear in mind that the provided resources are designed to be

used in multilingual classrooms. Another chapter will be devoted to language learners with

special educational needs (SEN). That said, the provided resources must be adapted to

the local, sociocultural context. Teachers need to take into consideration aspects within

their specific contexts such as local identities, ideologies, values and priorities which may

impact the ways in which the provided resources can be implemented in their classrooms.

Some learning contexts, for example, may readily encourage multilingual mindsets while

others may prioritise majority language usage and therefore would need greater guidance

in adopting a mindset shift. Ultimately, teachers need to consider the language being used
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and the linguistic makeup of their classrooms—which are increasingly multilingual (Ortega,

2019).

Description of a structural disadvantage and how to address or
prevent it

Content in the classroom is mostly delivered through language. In multilingual, bilingual and

monolingual classrooms, learners have different levels of accessibility to the language of

instruction. In order to make the subject matter accessible to all and to ensure that the

classroom is fully inclusive, teachers need to relate explicitly to language. They can do this

by (1) scaffolding language and by (2) defining content learning objectives while remaining

aware of the role language(s) play in the learning process in general.

Scaffolding covers the systematic support for learners to carry out tasks successfully.

The aim is to assist learners in moving, step-by-step, towards acquiring new skills.

Scaffolding “is a special kind of help that assists learners in moving toward new skills,

concepts, or levels of understanding. Scaffolding is thus the temporary assistance by which

a teacher helps a learner know how to do something so that the learner will later be able

to complete a similar task alone. It is future oriented and aimed at increasing a learner’s

autonomy” (Gibbons 2015, p.16). In the terms of language education, scaffolding refers

to breaking up language learning into manageable chunks. Scaffolding relates not only to

vocabulary, syntax and grammar but also to semantic and pragmatic meanings as well

as the prerequisite knowledge needed to access particular content. For example, learners

reading about a snowy day in Finnish, might need to understand the difference between

“tykky” (large chunks of snow) and “viti” (fresh powdery snow), a difference that in other

languages might be marked by adding adjectives to describe snow. Similarly, learners

listening to a cooking show about a common Middle Eastern food, “kubba” or “kibbeh”

will need background knowledge about the more than twenty varieties of these meat-

filled dumplings in order to understand the program. Scaffolding is important not only for

language teachers but for all teachers who are guiding learners who are using language to

access subject areas.

Defining both content learning objectives and language learning objectives is also an

important part of language awareness pedagogy. Along with this, the teacher has to ensure

that all learners have access to the language of instruction. A component of this is

encouraging teachers to reflect on the prior knowledge needed within the realm of language

and within the realm of content. Therefore, it is important to guide teachers towards asking

and reflecting on how they are scaffolding language, the medium of instruction, to access

content and also to consider how they are defining their content learning objectives to

include language. These steps help ensure that all learners can access the subject areas

being learned.
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Key aspects

This chapter proposes three M dimensions (3m’s) for thinking around language and

accessibility within multilingual classrooms:

1. Mindsets, the epistemological or belief systems for grounding teaching and learning;

2. Models, the structures and frameworks used for organising instruction;

3. Methods, the concrete practices and techniques for making language more accessible

for all.

Dimension 1: Mindsets

The first dimension discussed is Mindsets. This relates to the epistemological or belief

systems teachers bring to the classroom. In our case, these mindsets specifically relate

to multilingualism and language accessibility. Teachers need to be aware of the kind of

language of instruction their students are familiar with and which other languages are

present in their classrooms.They need to know which linguistic resources their learners

bring to the classroom. Only then, is it possible to make sure that all learners also have

access to the lesson’s contents. In general, classroom linguistic awareness means that

teachers are conscious of the role languages play in teaching and learning. They pay

attention to language use in different situations and support learners’ development by

focusing on language and content skills interchangeably. As will be addressed in the

subsequent section on methods, teachers who promote accessibility to language pay

attention to language and content-learning objectives even if they do not explicitly adopt

a content and language integrated approach (CLIL) to learning. They maintain a mindset

that continuously bears in mind the role languages play in learning. According to previous

research, language awareness significantly influences teachers’ beliefs related to

multilingualism and teaching multilingual learners. Teachers who consider home languages

as a resource and maintain positive beliefs about multilingualism are more likely to promote

multilingual ideologies and inclusive practices such as translanguaging (Alisaari, Heikkola,

Cummins & Acquah, 2019).

Multilingualism can be defined as “the use of more than one language by a community

of speakers; a society in which different languages coexist side by side” (p.13). In contrast,

pluralingualism refers to “an individual’s ability to communicate in a number of languages

and switch among them to suit given circumstances, taking into account the trajectories

and dynamic nature of language acquisition and use” (Council of Europe, 2001). In language

education, the notion of plurilingualism “particularly highlights the relevance of learners’

language repertoires and the necessity to take these into account in teaching and

assessment” (p.14) https://meyda.education.gov.il/files/Mazkirut_Pedagogit/English/

framework2020.pdf
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Students’ who are multilingual demonstrate language varieties, which have been

developed through prior instruction and also at home, through hobbies and during their

free time. Students’ extracurricular and personal resources, especially their media

environments, have a lot of learning potential irrespective of their subject or content. For

example, students who follow football league fan sites or play online games in multilingual

communities acquire particular words and phrases that can also be useful in formal

learning settings (see Pitkänen-Huhta, 2019). As the above examples demonstrate,

multilingualism and multisemioticity are key resources in multilingual classrooms in order

to promote students’ thinking and expressing of their ideas (for further information see

Duarte and van der Meij, 2018; Leppänen & Kytölä, 2017).

The above describes a mindset that recognizes the cultural and linguistic background of

the learners. It can be meaningful when planning and implementing instructional choices.

When teachers are aware of the learning potential found in, for example, students’ text

worlds and media environments, they can better facilitate learners’ agency, and sometimes

give learners tools for connecting the learning transpiring in formal classroom settings to

the learning transpiring in non-formal settings. Teachers who, for example, acknowledge

the linguistic competences present in their classrooms and design activities that build on

their learners’ linguistic strengths can ensure that students are a part of the linguistic and

cultural learning environment.

Another important aspect of mindsets is the relationship between students and teachers,

which is fundamental and influences the pupils’ attitudes towards learning and knowledge

(Rudduck, Chaplain & Wallace, 1996). Students will have difficulty learning from those they

do not love (D’Amore & Fandiño Pinilla, 2015). Only when teachers obtain admiration from

their students, can they promote enthusiasm and interest in the school subject (Petracchi,

1993). This is especially true for language learning where the content and the language are

intertwined. Students generally do not decide the content being studied but can only build

their knowledge based on their relationships with teachers and to the materials the teachers

have chosen (D’Amore & Fandiño Pinilla, 2009). Therefore, students’ engagement depends

on their personal relationship with the teacher and the ways in which the teacher mediates

the content.

This is particularly relevant in multilingual classrooms where learners are accessing the

language of instruction in different ways and from different starting points. The feelings

and emotions they bring to the classroom, what the linguist Krashen (1986) referred to as

“the Affective Filter” impact language acquisition. When learners feel anxious, embarrassed

or afraid and exhibit a “high affective filter,” it becomes difficult for language acquisition

to occur. In contrast, teachers who are invested in promoting wellbeing, including building

connections with their learners and creating positive learning environments, will ultimately

nurture more successful language learners (Mercer & Gregersen, 2020). Language teachers

should be encouraged to promote positive emotions around knowledge as well as strong

human relationships.
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A final aspect of mindsets worth mentioning relates to beliefs, stereotypes and errors.

Empirical studies such as those carried out by Donaghue (2003) and Borg (2019) have

shown that teachers’ beliefs about language learning and teaching inform the mindsets

they bring to the classroom. Therefore, it is worthwhile spending time reflecting on beliefs

about teaching and learning in general and specifically as they relate to language.

One area where this is particularly important is around stereotypes and errors and

specifically attitudes towards language “errors.” How can teachers approach errors in order

to encourage and motivate learners? First, errors should be framed as “appropriate” and

“inappropriate” rather than “correct” or “incorrect.” For example, if learners were writing a

letter to the prime minister of their country, they would need to learn and practise formal

letter writing including official and formal registers. However, these forms and structures

would be quite “inappropriate” (albeit “correct”), if learners were writing an informal email

to their new friend. Errors are very context dependent, and, in most situations, it does not

matter if the grammar or syntax is “perfect.” The goal is usually to communicate something

which the CEFR refers to as communicative language (Council of Europe, 2020). Therefore,

the focus should be on whether the point the learner is trying to convey is being successfully

communicated. Another important mindset shift is seeing “errors” in a positive light and

as a source of information. Often, errors can provide insights into what the learner knows

and can do with the language. For example, a language user who adds an “ed” ending to an

irregular verb in the past simple (such as ‘fighted’), is showing awareness of the regular “ed”

ending.

When considering errors, it is always important to think about the linguistic and cultural

background of the learners, their prior knowledge and the home languages present in the

classroom. These all have an impact on how learners grapple with and access language.

The way that teachers relate to language “errors” also connects to the perpetuation of

stereotypes and the erroneous assumption that learners who do not use the language

of instruction “correctly” or “perfectly” are less capable or knowledgeable. The distinction

between receptive comprehension and linguistic production can again be useful here.

All language users, and particularly plurilingual language users, have receptive linguistic

knowledge, meaning they can understand many things being said to them before they can

actively produce the same words and constructions. Moreover, they may be able to actively

produce these same items in their home language but cannot yet do so in the language of

instruction (for further discussion see Stubbs, 2002). As will be discussed in the section

on methods, varying instruction and techniques and making use of multimodalities such as

visual, non-linguistic representations can facilitate access to the content being addressed

and provide opportunities for learners to successfully demonstrate their knowledge. Equally

important is adopting a mindset that challenges assumptions around ability and “correct”

language usage. Appropriate language usage depends on the social context and situation

at hand. Teachers can openly discuss such constructions and differences while dismantling

evaluation and judgements. Stereotypes sometimes used to describe variations of
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language (or those that are considered “nonstandard”) include “uneducated, improper,

impolite and bad” (Crovitz & Devereaux, 2017). Such presuppositions can have detrimental

effects on students’ evolving identities both as learners and language users. Encouraging

teachers to reflect on their attitudes and biases towards language differences is a critical

part of the process of debunking stereotypes and validating all learners.

Dimension 2: Models

“UDL is about thinking about our learners in terms of variability instead of ability and

disability. It is about the different ways that our brain learns. UDL breaks up how our brain

learns into three strategic networks – UDL principles – which we can use to engage students

in their learning. These principles are engagement, representation and action and expression.

If you think about these principles in terms of the learning in your classroom, I can give

you some really nice examples. In terms of engagement, you can think about bringing in the

students’ first language where they can see themselves in the classroom. If you ask them

what their primary word is for a word you are teaching or for a word you taught yesterday,

that is engaging them in the lesson and is bringing in that contextual aspect to the learning

as well. If you think about representation, this is about the content you are delivering to the

students and how they are able to access that content. If you are teaching new words and

you just give the words on a worksheet with some sentences for the students to fill in, they

are not necessarily going to be able to do that if they are not able to access the new words

in different ways. So another way could be through audio where the words are phonetically

spelled out for them. Or another way could be through visual signs. I was walking through

the corridor today and the classrooms here have subjects written in Italian and German. I do

not speak Italian or German. So in most rooms I don’t know what subjects are being taught.

But in one door, they had Italian, they had German, and then they had a music note. I know

music is happening in that classroom. So that is an example of representation in terms of

action and expression. It is about understanding the goal. It is focusing on that accessibility,

knowing your goal and making sure that there are no barriers to the students demonstrating

that they have achieved the goal. […] That is UDL in a very short nutshell and I hope some

good examples of how it can be used to foster language accessibility.”

Margaret Flood, Assistant Professor, University of Maynooth (Ireland)

The variety of linguistic and cultural backgrounds of students describes nowadays best

the fact that every teacher is actually also a language teacher. The diverse needs of

learners have to be taken into account despite the school subject. For ensuring language

accessibility for all learners, the universal design for learning (UDL) framework works as a

pedagogical tool in order to assess classroom activities (Connell et al., 1997). Instead of the

speaking abilities and disabilities of learners, the different ways that our brain learns can be

observed and used as resources of learning. Our brain learns into three strategic networks:

engagement, representation and action and expression. These are UDL principles, which
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we can use to engage students in their learning. We present in the following section four

models that are based on the UDL principles. The PID model, thinking skills relating to

the linguistic competences, languaging in mathematics, and arts-based meaning making

represent the models that facilitate the learners to use their various linguistic capacity also

for content learning.

The core of student-centred language pedagogy is acquaintance of students including

their hobbies, reference groups, reading histories, and studying techniques. Systematic

classroom observing in language settings is a part of teachers’ competences and a part of

teacher professionalism, it is something that can be learnt (Stürmer & Seidel, 2015). When

the planning process of instruction begins, we can encourage teachers to explicitly reflect

on the prior knowledge needed with respect to language and content issues and, after that,

to define the learning objectives. In their reflection process, teachers can use a framework

entitled the PID model (perception – interpretation – decision-making).

The PID model encourages teachers to pay attention to both language and content

issues affecting students in their classrooms. In the first phase, the perception phase,

teachers’ attention should focus on a specific component of language and interaction or

other content present in the classroom. Then teachers interpret their perceptions based on

their experience, knowledge, and familiarity of the group. In the last phase, the decision-

making phase, teachers come to conclusions about the activities being implemented in the

classroom. The activities arise organically based on students’ situational interests which,

ideally, harnesses motivational aspects of learning (Swarat, Ortony & Revelle, 2012).

Even for experienced teachers, the PID model gives tips to get in students’ engagement

(Stürmer & Seidel, 2015). For example, students may not appear to be involved in the lesson,

although they are actually doing intensive thinking work. Therefore, practising observation

is needed to notice students’ engagement. Further, co-teaching is a great opportunity to

maintain and to develop observation skills. When co-teaching, both teachers’ observations

can be compared. It is critical to notice that students are unique with respect to their

linguistic and learning resources. The observation process needs to be carried out by

teachers at both the group and individual levels in order to enable teachers to recognize

learners’ strengths and to develop learning objectives related to linguistic competences.

Students’ thinking work is closely connected to linguistic competences. For example,

the ways in which learners work with text sources is intimately related to thinking skills.

According to Lipman (1988), good thinking means critical reasoning, which includes the

thinking skills of estimating, evaluating, classifying, assuming, inferring logically, grasping

principles, noting relationships among other relationships, hypothesising, offering opinions

with reasons, and investigating and making judgements with criteria. All of these skills

contain linguistic elements which some learners grapple with. Further, multimodal text

interpretation and production requires transferring from one textual mode to another (from

audio to visual etc.), which can be challenging to students, while the meaning-making

systems use different semiotic resources. What teachers need to do is to clarify the
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connections between actual thinking and learning processes and their connection to

linguistic choices. Scaffolding is critical so that the linguistic elements can support

students’ thinking processes.

Teachers can combine language with content in several ways (see Bunch, 2013). For

example, in mathematics teachers can use languaging when there are expressions of

mathematical thinking through language in the classroom. In this case, drawings, diagrams,

body language and other multimedia forms of expression can be a part of the instruction.

For example, learning geometry in investigating tessellations gives learners many

multimodal resources for content learning despite their linguistic background (Hähkiöniemi

et al., 2016). In this way, teachers can combine the content learning and language learning

objectives through careful planning of the components of the learning environment (see

Hähkiöniemi et al., 2016).

Arts-based meaning-making provides ways to activate multimodal expression and thus

promote multilingualism as a resource of learning. It is based on the StoRE® – Stories make

readers programme, which Aerila and Kauppinen (2017) developed together with Finnish

teachers. The arts-based meaning making lies on the ASM model for literacy learning. There

are 3 cornerstones of the ASM model for reading and writing literacy as follows:

• A refers to the amount of reading and also enough time for reading. Any kind of text

can be the material of reading.

• S refers to the suitability of text material for the reader. Suitability includes reader’s

interest in topics, popular genres, language choice etc. as well as adequacy to the level

of reading skills.

• M refers to meaningfulness to the reader so that the action around the texts makes

sense to them, and the reading environments and activities are meaningful to them

rather than repeating and rote reading without meaning. Especially arts-based

activities have inspired the students to literacy learning.

The ASM model as part of the StoRE®-programme can be applied to various linguistic

and age groups of the learners with diverse reading and writing skills (Pathways-training

| Polku-täydennyskoulutus). The programme develops academic literacy skills as well as

aesthetic and emphatic stances towards reading, where readers focus on the experiences

and emotions they have with a text. The ASM model lies in the reading setting consisting

of physical, psychological, cultural and social factors (Brooks, 2011; Figure 2). The arts-

based meaning-making activities can be the part of all these reading environments so that

all capacity of expression by students is largely promoted.

Figure 2: The elements of reading environment in the ASM model for literacy learning
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Source retrieved from Pathways-training | Polku-täydennyskoulutus

The following example concerns the Finnish school applying language awareness

pedagogy in science. It concretely shows how the ASM model is used in transversal

learning combining biology and domestic science in language learning settings. In one

school, there was a greenhouse in the school yard, where students could grow plants

and also different types of herbs. They learned what various herbs need in order to grow

properly; namely oregano needs different soil than basil. As the herbs grew, the students

made notes about the plants’ properties and collected them on a table. The notes consisted

of pupils’ observations via senses, for example how the herbs smell, what they look like,

etc. Vocabulary in the field of biology related to observations and phenomena concerning

the plants’ growth was learnt at the same time. Furthermore, the students searched for

information about the medical purposes of the herbs as well as the herbs’ history and

prevalence globally. After that, they created posters that related to all of the content and
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material learned. At the end, the students made a menu in which dishes were spiced with

herbs.

Picture 1: Students’ poster representation of Basil.

In this task, the linguistic as well as other multimedial meaning-making resources were

diversely used in the classroom, while content information was collected and defined

via various modalities. In addition, students learned Latin words when they searched for

information about how herbs can be used for medical purposes. They also became familiar

with meaning making through the visual mode of posters and other visual and graphic

forms. Students reported that the learning task was meaningful and also useful for them.

The choices of layout like the position of each element were an authentic learning

experience for them. The teachers noticed how important it was to give multimodal

meaning-making tools for learning in the multilingual classroom. In that way, each student

could choose the tools which they found to be suitable for their situation and purposes.

Afterwards, the students who have studied herbs in the greenhouse organised a Herb

Path for younger students with special needs. The older students planned and prepared

activities that consisted of several stations where their classmates learned about different

herbs. The older students guided the younger ones to smell, taste and recognize each herb

and put their notices on the table. At each station, they searched for words and information
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about herbs together. At the end, there was common discussion about herbs and the

learning experiences.

Dimension 3: Methods

Employing innovative techniques, methods and approaches can help ensure learners have

access to the language used for learning in the classroom. There are many methods in

terms of tools teachers use in the classroom to make language more accessible to learners,

for example, cooperative learning, peer tutoring, laboratories, and open-space learning.

Methods and techniques abound. However, it is critical to bear in mind a fundamental

principle: no one method is superior or best for meeting the needs of all learners. Rather,

teachers should make use of and alternate different teaching methods, thus increasing

the possibility that students with different personalities, characteristics and learning

preferences are involved in the learning process. Even if it constitutes the most

recommended method at the time or is based on “traditional” teaching, focusing the

teaching-learning process on a single teaching method is almost always a source of error

(D’Amore & Fandiño Pinilla, 2015). Instead, what is important is to consider the difference

between teacher-centred methods and pupil-centred methods. In the first case, the focus

is on the teacher, who can implement a range of teaching methods. One example is a

frontal lesson. When it is the main method used and it assumes the structure of a purely

transmissive lecture where the teacher explains and students listen and take notes, without

moments of elaboration and feedback, the students mainly play a passive role (Trinchero,

2013), even if they could learn something. In the second case, in pupil-centred methods,

students are the protagonists of the learning process. They actively experiment and act,

constructing their own learning under the guidance and supervision of the teacher. This

approach can include, for example, active workshops, cooperative or group learning and

learning technologies. In particular, methods based on technology can help learners to use

language to access content, using different modes and modalities for scaffolding language.

Learning technologies can support students’ learning in different ways and reinforce their

motivation. Educational technology increases learner agency and helps further motivate

searching for information, knowledge and for developing texts for different purposes.

Another method for fostering access to the language embedded in specific subject

areas is Content-Based Instruction (CBI) or Content and Language Integrated Learning

(CLIL) (Wiseman, 2018). Such approaches involve teaching certain school subjects in a

language other than the learners’ main language of school instruction. In these types of

lessons, the focus is on the topic or school subject, and the students access the content

using the language they are learning. In particular when adopting CBI, it is important to

define both content learning objectives and language learning objectives so that all learners

can access the language being used (Wiseman, 2018). CBI is a helpful method and an

important example for ensuring language learning for all, but before planning and simply

LANGUAGE LEARNING FOR ALL | 1321



applying this strategy, it is necessary to consider the relationship between learners and their

school subjects, in terms of pleasure and displeasure to learning a particular school subject

(Ghaith & Shaaban, 2005). If students like the subject but they do not like the language used

in CBI, they might end up not liking the subject as well. By contrast, using this method might

be helpful for learners who love languages, helping them to approach the school subject

positively. It is always better to consider students’ relationships and feelings towards the

topic being taught in the classroom. Teachers can take into account the affective aspects

that can be interposed, positively or negatively, between the students and the subject. These

aspects have repercussions on students’ attitudes towards the language used and the

school subjects, in terms of success or failure in a language acquisition process (Balboni,

2012; Freddi, 2012).

Another useful method is “Task-Based Language Learning” (Larsen-Freeman & Anderson,

2011) which is an approach to language learning where learners are given an authentic and

interactive task to complete. In order to complete the task, learners need to communicate

with each other. Every student has a part in completing the task. A nice example is the

creation of a weekly activities chart where each student writes down the activities they do

in a weekly calendar. For example, in the column for Monday, a student named Jack might

write “every Monday Jack plays basketball.” The task is complete only when every student

in the group has written their activities. This ensures that all students are taking part, but

they can help and support each other in filling out the weekly activities chart (for further

information see Larsen-Freeman and Anderson, 2011).

A final method for fostering language learning for all is encouraging translanguaging in

the classroom. Translanguaging can be defined as an approach or method that considers

multilingualism at its core and uses learners’ full linguistic repertoire – the home language

and the language of instruction. Methods based on translanguaging relate to language

and content competences and include planning activities in two or more languages. This

approach is learner-centred and endorses the support and development of all the languages

used by learners. Pedagogical translanguaging can be applied in language and content

classes and it can be valuable for the protection and promotion of the non-majority

languages present in the classroom (for further discussion see Cenoz and Gorter, 2022). In

this way, it is possible to include all students in a respectful and authentic manner.

This chapter addresses three dimensions for making language accessible for all:

mindsets, models and methods. A final point of consideration is that the provided resources

for content learning must be adapted to specific contexts. Classrooms as well as curricular

expectations vary, and it is up to teachers to modify and apply their practices to local

contextual needs.
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Closing questions

• How do you take into consideration pupils’ different starting points in the language of

instruction? What tools or strategies do you use?

• How do you build on pupils’ prior content knowledge when introducing new subjects

and topics?

• How can you preserve the cultural and linguistic background of your students?
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O'Keeffe

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=146#oembed-1

Example Case

When I was a student at a STEM-focused school, comprehensive sexuality education was

noticeably absent. In grade 8, our female biology teacher, faced with a classroom of mostly

boys, chose to skip the topic altogether. The discomfort surrounding the subject meant that

we never received any structured information on sexuality.

By grade 10, the gap became even more apparent. Our new biology teacher, realizing that the

subject had been entirely overlooked, decided to address the issue in an unconventional

way—by screening Woody Allen’s film Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex (But

Were Afraid to Ask). Although this film provided some information, it was more of a brief and

superficial foray into the topic. Consequently, much of our understanding of sexuality came

from external sources such as the youth magazine Bravo, with its Dr. Sommer-Team answering

questions, and a few neglected pages in our biology textbook.

Years later, reflecting on these experiences as I began my own journey in teaching, I was

determined to do things differently. I recognized the importance of not only providing factual

information but also teaching students how to navigate discussions about sex in various

contexts. In my classes, I made it a point to include sessions on “how to speak about sex”

appropriately. I engaged students by collecting vocabulary related to sexuality and
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collaboratively deciding which terms were suitable for different settings and which should

remain within more private discussions (and what words maybe better stay in the DIY section).

This personal journey from receiving incomplete and piecemeal information to developing a

classroom that embraced open, contextual, and inclusive conversations about sexuality has

shaped my approach to teaching comprehensive sexuality education today.

Frank J. Müller, University of Bremen, Germany

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What is Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) and how does it differ from

traditional or faith-based approaches to sexuality education?

2. What are the key components of CSE, and how do they address the cognitive,

emotional, physical, and social aspects of sexuality?

3. How does a rights-based approach underpin CSE and contribute to empowering young

people to make informed decisions?

4. In what ways does CSE cater to diverse learners, including those with different cultural

backgrounds, gender identities, and special educational needs?

5. What common myths about sexuality education does CSE challenge, and how does it

foster a safe and inclusive learning environment?

Introduction to Topic

Teaching sexuality education can take different approaches. These approaches include

faith- and culture-based, public health, and rights-based approaches. Faith- and culture-

based approaches to sexuality education take “moralistic” views on sexuality. Public health

approaches are concerned with health-related matters such as sexually transmitted

illnesses (STIs), using contraception, communication skills and unintended pregnancies.

The rights-based approach emphasises the principles of sexual and reproductive health

and rights (SRHR) with content taught beyond pregnancy and disease prevention (for
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more, see Wangamati, 2020). Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) takes a rights-

based approach to teaching sexuality education. CSE is understood as a curriculum-based

process of teaching and learning about aspects of sexuality. It is concerned with learning

about the cognitive, emotional, physical, and social aspects of sexuality (WHO, 2010). CSE

was first introduced in Europe by the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF)

in 2006. It became more widely used when adopted by the United Nations Population

Fund (UNFPA, 2014, 2015) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural

Organisation (UNESCO, 2015, 2018). Good quality sexuality education is grounded in

internationally accepted human rights, including the right to appropriate health-related

information (European Expert Group on Sexuality Education, 2016). International agencies

such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2020) and

the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO, 2009) are

consistent in the belief that sexuality education reduces sexual risk-taking behaviour,

protects against sexual abuse and that a child’s access to sexuality education is crucial

for building competency, as well as understanding one’s own sexual subjectivity (Robinson,

2012). CSE is an approach that offers breath and depth across knowledge, skills and

attitudes to sexuality education. This will be explored more in the following section.

What do you mean by comprehensive sexuality education?

Comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) is a curriculum-based process of teaching and

learning about the cognitive, emotional, physical and social aspects of sexuality (WHO,

2010). Depending on the country or region, CSE may go by other names. It may be referred

to as ‘life skills’, family life’, or ‘HIV’ education (UNESCO. 2017). It is sometimes called

‘holistic sexuality education’. CSE seeks to empower children and young people by

equipping them with knowledge, skills, attitudes and values that will inspire them to realize

their health, well-being and dignity; develop respectful social and sexual relationships;

consider how their choices affect their own well-being and that of others; and understand

and ensure the protection of their rights throughout their lives (UNESCO 2017). Traditional

models of sexuality education, as described above, took a risk-based approach focusing

on biology and reproduction and are often informed by religious values and standards.

Comprehensive sexuality education extends beyond those areas to include eight key

concepts: relationships; values; rights; culture and sexuality; understanding gender; violence

and staying safe; skills for health and well-being; the human body and development;

sexuality and sexual behaviour; sexual and reproductive health (UNESCO, 2017). These

key concepts aim to equip children and young people with age-appropriate and accurate

information about sexuality such as information that dispels myths; about sexual and

reproductive rights/health; references to useful resources and services, and information

about sexually transmitted infections-STIs. They also develop skills such as decision-

making and theability to take responsibility and create positive attitudes and values. This
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results in a broader set of outcomes, which include caution against of homophobic bullying,

intimate partner violence, and child abuse; understanding of sexual orientation and gender

diversity; and promotion of healthy relationships, social emotional learning, and media

literacy (for more, see Goldfarb and Lieberman, 2021).

Why do we need comprehensive sexuality education in our classroom?

Comprehensive sexuality education is needed in our classrooms for numerous key reasons.

First, it is a central consideration of global education agendas. CSE is directly aligned

with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), in particular the SDG 3: Health; SDG 4:

Education, and SDG 5: Gender Equality. It is also a key recommendation in HIV and health

agendas. In a 2010 report on sexuality education, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right

to Education stressed that sexual education should be considered a right in itself and

should be linked with other rights. The need for comprehensive sexuality education is also

acknowledged in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development of the United Nations

and in the International Technical Guidance on Sexuality Education (UNESCO 2017), which

states that CSE is needed so that children and young people can access reliable and

scientific information appropriate to their age, become individually stronger, and ensure

social peace. However, many sexuality education programs delivered in schools are from

a risk-based perspective that are underpinned by biology and the traditional view of sex

for reproduction. Large-scale international reports suggest that the emotional, social and

health needs of young people are not being fully met from this vantage point (IPPF, 2010;

UNESCO, 2021; WHO, 2021). Youth mental health is a growing concern across Europe

with the World Health Organization (WHO, 2021) reporting that depression, anxiety and

behavioural disorders are among the leading causes of illness and disability among

adolescents and suicide is the fourth leading cause of death among 15-19 year-

olds. UNESCO (2021) details important gender differences in youth mental health such

as girls reporting a higher prevalence of sexual violence and eating disorders. Restrictive

gender norms increase psychosocial vulnerability amongst all adolescents involved in the

study across the globe. CSE plays a critical role in school-based sexuality and gender

education and is essential to build a safer society for everyone. It can combat and help

prevent sexual violence and exploitation, gender-based violence and discrimination by

providing factual, non-stigmatizing information on sexuality and gender identity, promoting

non-stereotyped gender roles, and educating children and young people about mutual

respect, consent and non-violent conflict resolution in interpersonal relationships.

What should we teach in CSE?

Knowledge, skills, attitudes and values underpin CSE teaching. The content in this section

represents what we should teach in CSE. This section draws from the UNESCO

International Technical Guidance on Sexuality Education (2018) and is also informed by
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literature review of several other resources that are significant in delivering CSE content

to the referred ages globally. This section outlines the first three key concepts, topics and

learning objectives: relationships; values, rights, culture and sexuality, and understanding

gender.

Key Concept 1: Relationships

We understand ourselves better through our families It allows us to locate our own family

within a broader context of personal experiences, cultural values and societal trends. When

combined, these factors promote greater personal understanding. Teaching young people

about families brings many educational benefits. It introduces young people to difference,

which challenges assumptions and beliefs, and promotes greater respect and inclusion.

Friendship, Love and Romantic Relationships

Friendships and relationships are fundamental to a young person’s growth and

development. While it may appear that friendships and love evolve naturally, teaching

young people about friendship, love, and romantic relationships is an important opportunity

for young people to learn social skills. It facilitates young people in developing good

communication skills and boundary setting and helps children understand what healthy

and unhealthy relationships look like and how to report concerns.

Tolerance, Inclusion and Respect

Introducing young people to issues of tolerance, inclusion and respect has been shown

to increase creativity, open-mindedness and encourages a life-long appreciation of respect

for difference. This topic promotes a better understanding for young people of self-

knowledge and encourages prosocial attitudes and practices crucial for accepting and

respecting others for who they are.

Long-term Commitments and Parenting

Introducing young people to positive parenting practices promotes safety, well-being, and

a sense of permanency. UNESCO (2018) provides comprehensive guidance on the themes

as well as the knowledge, skills and attitudes that are important under the categories of

long-term commitment and parenting. The themes relevant to long-term commitments and

parenting include:

• There are many different families that exist around the world.

• Different family members have different needs and roles.

• Gender inequalities are often reflected in the roles and responsibilities of family
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members.

• Love, cooperation, gender equality, mutual caring and mutual respect are important for

healthy family functioning and relationships.

• Conflict and misunderstandings between parents/guardians and children are common,

especially during adolescence, and are usually resolvable.

Key Concept 2: Values, Rights, Culture and Sexuality

Values and Sexuality

Values are strong beliefs that are learned in society/family and that are effective in shaping

emotions and behaviours (UNFPA 2018). Different individuals, families and cultures have

different values. Values can be influenced by many things such as religion, tradition, mass

media, political and social situations. Children can learn their values by sharing with their

parents/primary caregivers or other family members, religious teachings, teachers and

friends. Values play an important role in children’s attitudes/behaviours that they will

develop throughout their lives, their reactions to events/persons, and social relationships

(UNFPA 2018). Sharing similar values within the family or in social environments is effective

in developing stronger relationships; therefore, values can sometimes be accepted as

they are and without reflection. Values are also effective in children’s development of

positive or negative attitudes about sexuality. Positive values taught at an early age will help

young people think about their own sexuality, respect others’ sexuality, and make positive

decisions. They may change over time, but it is necessary to have access to accurate and

accessible resources and materials.

Human Rights and Sexuality

Sexuality is a central aspect of being human throughout life and encompasses gender,

gender identities, sexual orientations, relationships and reproduction (WAS 2014). Sexuality

is an integral part of every person’s personality. The full development of sexuality depends

on meeting basic human needs such as privacy, emotional expression, and compassion.

The healthy continuation of sexuality is affected by the quality of the interaction between

the individual and the social structures. Sexual rights are universal human rights based

on fundamental rights such as freedom, human dignity and equality for all people. Sexual

rights should also be one of the basic human rights such as health, education and housing.

To develop the sexual health of individuals and communities, sexual rights must be

recognised, encouraged, respected and defended by all societies.

Culture, Society and Sexuality

Every culture has norms about sexuality. In some societies, sexuality continues to be
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perceived as complex, mysterious and a source of fear. Sexuality has mental and

behavioural aspects as well as biological and physical characteristics (UNFPA 2018). The

most important factor in the development and change of young people about sexuality is

the perspective of the culture in which they grew up. Cultural and societal perspectives on

sexuality may differ from each other, and even regional differences within the same culture

affect the view on sexuality.

Children receive messages from family, friends, the media and the environment about

how to behave, which encourage children to conform to existing patterns and practices

of sexuality. Young people ought to be encouraged to discuss sexuality in schools, social

areas, with their partners and families because of different sexual values and beliefs.

Many young people do not consciously choose their gender-related social roles. They have

already gained their roles in the socialisation process that begins in childhood.

Key Concept 3: Understanding Gender

The Social Construction of Gender and Gender Norms

The social construction of gender comes from the theory of social constructionism which

states that meaning and knowledge are socially created. According to the social

constructionism theory, the things that are acknowledged as natural or normal in society,

such as understanding of gender, race, class, and disability, are the result of social

interaction and the rules imposed by the dominant groups in society. Until the last couple

of decades, the word gender was used interchangeably with sex and therefore, gender

roles are the roles that are assigned to people based on their sex. For example, men were

– in some societies, still are- viewed as breadwinners and women as housewives and

homemakers. This meant the public sphere of life, which includes involvement in political

matters, paid labour and civil society, was/is associated with men. The private sphere, on

the other hand, including family issues, household and unpaid labour was associated with

women. These socially created gender roles not only put people in the category of man and

woman but also decide how one must behave, present and perform publicly and privately.

Figure 1: Sex vs Gender
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Source: Lancet Series on Gender Equality, Norms and Health, Paper 1, 2019

Unlike the traditional definition, sex is a label assigned at birth based on the genitalia,

chromosomes, and hormones one is born with (e.g., male, female, intersex), while gender is

about the perception, understanding, and experience of a person about what they are meant

to be and how they want to interact with the world (e.g., cisgender, transgender, non-binary,

gender non-conforming, genderqueer, woman, man). Therefore, assuming someone’s

gender identity or sexual orientation based on how they look and thinking that people are

only attracted to the “opposite” gender, teaching that people are either men or women based

on their body parts (cisnormativity) and ignoring non-binary and gender non-conforming

people are all part of socially constructed gender norms.

Gender Equality, Stereotypes and Bias

Gender stereotypes are over-generalised assumptions and beliefs about individuals, and

they reflect the perceptions and expectations about people that are solely based on their

gender. The content of stereotypes and biases generally includes behaviours, physical and

characteristic features, roles, preferences, attitudes, interests, and skills among others.

They serve as a lens through which people view their social world and are constructed in

minds as early as childhood. They influence the toys children play, the way they dress, the

way they speak, the relationships they build, the school subjects they study, their entire

experience of education, and their future careers and lives. These ideas come from all sorts

of sources – families, schools, media, workplaces and so on. In order to ensure that every

child is given the opportunity to reach their full potential, it is critical to challenge gender

stereotypes and biases and teach kids about gender equality starting from a very young

age. Children need to understand what gender bias is and how it shapes the society they live

in. This can be achieved through non-gendered play activities, gender-neutral toys, books

1334 | COMPREHENSIVE SEXUALITY EDUCATION (CSE) AND THE POTENTIAL TO TRANSFORM YOUNG LIVES



and stories that challenge stereotypes, and positive role models. Our role as educators

is to challenge these gender norms, deconstruct gender stereotypes and promote gender

equality in and out of the school. Children should unlearn and question these false and

limiting beliefs about themselves and others and for that, we should prepare them to think

outside of the “gender box”.

Figure 2: The Gender Unicorn

For more information about Gender Unicorn, definitions and how to use it in classroom:

Gender Unicorn – (transstudent.org)

Gender-based Violence

Gender-based violence is defined as acts or threats of physical, sexual or psychological

violence directed against a person based on their gender or sex and enforced by unequal

power dynamics. Gender-based violence is among the most common violence that exist in

all societies and all cultures because of gender norms and stereotypes. Such violence can

appear in many different forms:

Table 1: Types of gender-based violence
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Types of gender-based violence

Sexual violence: Includes actual, attempted, or threatened rape, including marital rape; sexual abuse
and exploitation; forced prostitution; transactional/survival sex; and sexual harassment, intimidation,

and humiliation.

Physical violence: Includes actual, attempted, or threatened physical assault or battery; slavery and
slave-like practices; and trafficking.

Emotional and psychological violence: Includes abuse and humiliation, such as insults; cruel and
degrading treatment; compelling a person to engage in humiliating acts; and placing restrictions on

liberty and freedom of movement.

Harmful traditional practices: Include female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C); forced marriage;
child marriage; honour or dowry killings or maiming; infanticide, sex-selective abortion practices;

sex-selective neglect and abuse; and denial of education and economic opportunities for women and
girls.

Socio-economic violence: Includes discrimination and denial of opportunities or services on the
basis of sex, gender, or sexual orientation; social exclusion; obstructive legal practices, such as

denial of the exercise and enjoyment of civil, social, economic, cultural and political rights, mainly to
women and girls.

For more, please refer to: https://www.unhcr.org/

What should we keep in mind when preparing CSE materials?

While teaching CSE, it is important to consider the needs of target groups/learners within

the social and cultural contexts of their lives and to use variety of methods:

• Storytelling

Storytelling can be a very powerful tool when they are relevant and the learners can

relate to them.

• Brainstorming and making Flip charts

Brainstorming is a great method when introducing a new topic or solving a specific

problem. The topic to brainstorm should be formulated into a question that has many

answers. Write the question on a flip chart and ask learners to contribute with their

ideas. The answers should be written as words or short phrases. At the end of

brainstorming, the group can discuss the ideas.

• Role-play

Role-play can be a key method especially when we want to encourage learners to

empathise with others. Through imagining themselves in an unfamiliar situation,

learners can realize how social stereotypes can be reproduced even when they are

theoretically against them. Before asking learners to act out in a role play, it is useful to

explain the objects and outcomes of the activity. It is also important to make sure no

one feels excluded or marginalized.

• Discussions

Discussions in small or large groups are vital to stimulate critical thinking and
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understanding important points of the topics. This method can be combined with the

others by asking open questions such as; “What do you see here? Why do you think

it happens? What can we do in order to prevent it?”. It is necessary to summarize the

major ideas and to write them down at the end of the discussion. Otherwise, it can

be hard for the learners to grasp the most important points and to understand their

significance.

• Using Media

Sources such as film clips, videos, songs or articles can be used as effective active learning

materials. They can help especially young children learn complex subjects better. Learners

can also be asked to create their own media like videos, writing and recording songs or

articles about the topics they have learned.

In order to fulfill this comprehensive mandate of comprehensive sexuality education, the

developers of Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) material should consider these

principles:

• CSE starts from birth and progresses in a way that is developmentally appropriate

through childhood and adolescence into adulthood.

• It covers a comprehensive range of topics beyond biological aspects of reproduction

and sexual behaviour, including (but not limited to) sexuality, gender, different forms of

sexual expression and orientation; gender-based violence (GBV); feelings, intimacy and

pleasure; contraception, pregnancy and childbirth; and sexually transmitted infections

(STIs), including the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and Human Papillomavirus.

• CSE is an evidence- and curriculum-based process of teaching about the cognitive,

emotional, social, interactive and physical aspects of sexuality.

• CSE provide current, accurate information on sexual and reproductive health and rights

(SRHR) that is publicly available and accessible to all, and incorporated into

educational curricula, and in all spaces used by children and young people.

• It strengthens children’s and young people’s ability to exercise their sexual and

reproductive rights to make conscious, satisfying and healthy choices regarding

relationships, sexuality and their physical and emotional health while considering their

lives at the current moment and for the future.

• It is based on respect for universal human rights, gender equality and diversity that

underpins individual and community well-being.

• It helps young people to reflect on, understand and challenge harmful social and

gender-based norms and the impact these have on relationships with peers, parents,

teachers, other adults and their communities.

CSE is an integral part of the human right to health and support services; in particular,

the right to access appropriate, adolescent-friendly sexual reproductive health and rights
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information and support-services. In addition, the content of and design of CSE material

should be:

• Age- and developmentally-appropriate

• responsive to the changing needs

What role does diversity play in CSE?

For a long time, comprehensive sexuality education materials have targeted the “average”

child or young person, irrespective of the diversity of humanity. We are referring here to

diversity in terms of physical, cognitive, socio-cultural, emotional, socio-economic, political

and any other characteristics. In the past, comprehensive sexuality education programmes

have excluded, although unintentionally, children and young people with non-normative

sexual and gender identities, disabilities and other special educational needs; from remote,

rural and underserved communities, wreligious and traditional beliefs and other forms of

diversities. In this chapter, we want to undo this form of exclusion by using the phrase: “All

Means All” and arguing for inclusive, comprehensive sexuality education.

Why does LGBTQI+ inclusion in CSE matter?

Adolescence is a period when friends and social circle become very important. Many

LGBTQI+ students hide themselves for fear of being ostracized and ridiculed by their friends

and teachers. While invisibility and being ignored alleviates a severe aspect of violence and

oppression, feeling restricted and unable to be authentic paves the way for discrimination

to take place. In such cases, it is possible to talk about the existence of traumatic events,

especially during adolescence, when sexuality is at the forefront. Adding LGBTIQ+ to CSE

is essential important as it removes the veil of silence surrounding issues of inclusivity and

diversity and gives students and teachers the confidence and competence in this area. This

will help shine a spotlight on LGBTQI+ issues and concerns, promote an inclusive school

and address homophobic and biphobic bullying.

How can we as educators create a safer space for everyone?

CSE programmes should be designed to ensure a safe and enabling environment for

students, one that engenders a sense of comfort, openness, and safety. In the classroom,

a facilitator can create a protective and enabling environment, also known as ‘climate

setting’, by establishing ground rules, such as keeping confidentiality and avoiding making

generalizations about any groups of individuals; demonstrating active listening by

paraphrasing questions and contributions from learners; building trust, as demonstrated by

a willingness to respond to all questions without shame or minimization; reducing showing

your own bias by expressions of shock or judgment to what the young people share;
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encouraging contributions from learners in participatory ways, which communicates the

value of the students and enables them to personalize and integrate the information and

skills being taught. (UNESCO. 2015: 24).

How can we use language to open communication to open communication?

For effective and successful CSE classes it is important to set a number of agreed

expectations beforehand to ensure that a safe learning space is created. The participants

should be involved in generating these rules. This will make them feel more comfortable

and safer. Some expectations might include:

• The personal stories shared and discussed here will not be shared with someone

outside of this group.

• Everyone has the right to share and not to share their personal stories.

• We have no right to share stories or experiences of others.

• No question is stupid or not worth asking.

• We will take responsibility for challenging harmful prejudice and oppression and

reflecting our own prejudice.

What are the challenges we might face during CSE?

UNESCO (2019) acknowledge resistance to CSE in some communities. The barriers to

CSE implementation include social opposition, which may negatively affect other areas

such as policy-makers; the availability of and teacher access to appropriate curricula and

training resources covering a comprehensive range of key CSE topics; teachers’ attitudes

and readiness to deliver a curriculum and create the right classroom conditions for effective

teaching and learning; students’ motivation; and parental concerns and lack of cooperation.

High teacher attrition rates, or high-turnover, is also noted as a barrier to CSE as are changes

in educational administration such as a change in minister impacts on CSE implementation

strategies and their momentum.

Exploring common myths and facts is an effective strategy in addressing underlying

assumptions and biases that might prevent effective CSE implementation.

Table 2: Myths and Facts
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MYTHS❌❌
FACTS✅✅

Comprehensive
sexuality education
encourages children
and young people to

engage in sexual
contact and

desensitizes them to
sexuality

Comprehensive sexuality education program helps young people to fully
understand sexuality, delays sex, and use condoms or other

contraception effectively

Comprehensive
sexuality education

programs teach young
people to consent at all
times about sexuality

and undermine parent/
family authority

Comprehensive sexuality education is much higher quality and inclusive
than the sexuality education that families will give to their children. These
education programs define the role of parents in sexuality education and

create a supportive environment

Comprehensive
sexuality education

disregards values and
promotes homosexual/

bisexual behaviour.

Comprehensive sexuality education supports a rights-based approach
that includes values. It gives young people the opportunity to discover

and define themselves. Moreover, it includes respect, acceptance,
tolerance, equality and empathy for other individuals, cultures and

societies

Comprehensive
sexuality education
teaches teens the
mechanics of sex

Comprehensive sexuality education is planned according to the needs of
age groups. Information such as family structure, body parts/structure/

names, consent, changes in puberty, infectious diseases, making
decisions about relationships, contraception methods and pregnancy are
included in the education content according to age groups. How to have

sex is not included in comprehensive sexuality education

Comprehensive
sexuality education

highlights inappropriate
condom use and

provides inaccurate
information about

condom effectiveness.

Condom use is very effective in preventing HIV, other sexually transmitted
diseases and unwanted pregnancies. Comprehensive sexuality education

programs are not used as a tool to control population growth.
Comprehensive sexuality education emphasizes the importance of using
condoms, but not by using sexually explicit and/or sexually entertaining

methods.

Source adapted from: Sulava D. Gautam-Adhikary (2011) Myths and Facts About

Comprehensive Sex Education Research Contradicts Misinformation and Distortions.

Advocates for Youth.

https://www.advocatesforyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/storage/advfy/documents/cse-

myths-and-facts.pdf
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How can we be more inclusive of children from different cultural backgrounds?

In order for teachers to effectively deliver barrier-free, inclusive CSE to all children and

young people in their care, they need to develop attitudes, skills and materials that speak

to the wide range of diversity of their learners. It is advisable to conduct an index of

the students to get an understanding of their backgrounds, belief systems and traditional

practices in their communities. This sounds like a mammoth task which no one should

attempt to do in one week and tick off. It is a long-term process that requires an open mind

and introspection of one’s own value system and biases. A value -audit will help teachers

to determine their own opportunities and irritations to teach CSE and seek support. This

process should prepare teachers to develop material that is bias-free, barrier-free and non-

judgmental. In different parts of the world, Comprehensive Sexuality Education is delivered

in different ways as deemed appropriate to that particular setting. The following includes

guidance and questions to ask when considering diversity and inclusivity in teaching:

does the programme represent the cultural backgrounds of those you are teaching? Is the

programme respectful of different languages, cultures and social structures represented in

those you are teaching? Are there materials suitable for children with neuro-diverse, sensory

and cognitive conditions? Do the textbooks and worksheets include representations of

race, gender, religions or other forms of diversity? Does the material refer learners to a

counseling support group or adolescent-friendly reproductive health clinic, yet it does not

exist in the school or community? If some of the answers to the questions above are NO,

what adaptations will need to be made?

Conclusion

Sexuality education is an important part of human development and starts from, through

all developmental stages such as early childhood, late childhood, puberty, adolescence,

adulthood and old age. It is intended to support and protect children and young children

sexual development. It aims at providing tools to empower children and young people

with factual knowledge, skills and positive values to understand and enjoy their sexuality,

while maintaining safe and fulfilling relationships. Furthermore, comprehensive sexuality

education capacitates children and young people to take meaningful decisions for their

lives and take responsibility for their own and other people’s sexual health and well-being. It

provides them with tools to negotiate their rights and values amidst cultural and structural

barriers.

Comprehensive Sexuality Education was traditionally approached from a medical,

disease prevention perspective, the international trend is to prescribe to a more holistic

approach including areas of positive relationships and individual as well as group

wellbeing. The move from the medical perspective is also accompanied by a balance

between the focus on the anatomy and the socio-cultural aspects of wellbeing.
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Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=146#h5p-9

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Reflect on your own journey as a young person in their puberty and early adolescence

years. How did you access information related to your changing body, emotions, and

feelings? Who/ What helped you cope with these changes? What do you wish you

were told before you experienced it? Now ask your students to do the same and

discuss the issues that come from this exercise with your learners.

• Ask learners to place questions they want to ask about the topic of comprehensive

sexuality education or worries they have in a box. Also ask them how they prefer you

to respond to those questions. Consult with your colleagues (be selective of whom

you include) and develop a strategy for responding to those issues. Where you need to

refer learners for further help beyond your scope, please do so while following the

relevant referral steps.
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INCLUSIVE SCHOOL CULTURE
Angele Deguara; Jessica Lament; Thomas Joseph O Shaughnessy; and Leah
O'Toole

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=533#oembed-1

Example Case

Don’t judge a book by its cover

ORGANISING A HUMAN LIBRARY TO FOSTER A CHANGE IN ATTITUDES TOWARDS DIVERSITY

IN SCHOOLS

The town in which Westfield primary school is located has experienced a changing

demographic in recent years due to increased global migration. Across the country and indeed

across Europe, the rise of right wing politics has led to increasing incidents of discrimination,

and Westfield has not been immune to this trend. Following some disturbing incidents of

bullying based on gender, class, disability and ethnicity, the staff team of the school decided

that something proactive needed to be done to address the changing school climate, rather

than simply responding to incidents as they arose. After conducting research on various

approaches to developing an inclusive school culture, they decided to organise a Human Library

(see below for details on how to organise one yourself!). In the Westfield Human Library,

members of the school community had the opportunity to meet people who they normally

do not have access to. These included refugees, persons with disabilities, ex-prisoners, ex-

drug users, victims of domestic violence, members of the LGBTQIA+ community, people who

have gender atypical jobs, people of different skin colour, parents representing different family

structures such as same sex or lone parents and people from religious and ethnic minorities.

The human books available in the library were chosen depending on the school context and the

demographics of the school population, especially the students. Similarly, the conversations,
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use of language, the stories told depended on the demographics of the readers. The Human

Library was a safe space where members of the school community were able to ask difficult

questions and to be provided with honest answers about different realities and human

experiences. Readers of these human books learned not to judge books by their cover; that

there is a human being inside every cover; they learned to reflect upon their prejudices and

attitudes towards the social categories represented by each book. Visitors to the Human Library

who came themselves from a minority, disadvantaged or stigmatised background appreciated

being represented by human books with whom they could identify, from whom they could

learn about challenges and how they may be overcome. The aim of the human library was to

challenge attitudes, assumptions and taken-for-granted stereotypes about a social category of

people. While it didn’t solve every problem of society, the feedback to the principal from the

school community of Westfield was very positive, and teachers noted a reduction in incidents

of bullying afterwards. In reflecting on the activity afterwards, the general consensus of staff,

children and families was that the Human Library was a hugely successful and effective way to

allow people to reflect on their attitudes towards diversity and work to create a school culture

where everyone feels welcome, safe and represented.

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

• What is an inclusive school culture?

• Why is an inclusive school culture important?

• How is an inclusive school culture implemented?

Introduction to Topic

What is an inclusive school culture?

Nowadays societies are increasingly socially and culturally diverse, and school

communities are often a reflection of this diversity (Killen & Rutland, 2022; Mallia Borg,
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2007). Social exclusion, discrimination, bullying, and expressions of hate are also

widespread (Killen & Rutland 2022). Therefore, the need to create an inclusive school

environment and to address prejudice and discrimination has become more urgent.

Building and fostering an inclusive school culture within the school community in order to

respond to these trends has been recognised by the international educational community

and by local learning communities and educational leaders as well as by policy makers

who legislate in favour of inclusivity, diversity and equality. The foreword to A guide for

ensuring inclusion and equity in education (UNESCO, 2017) refers to the 2030 Sustainable

Development Agenda and to Sustainable Development Goal 4 whose aim is inclusive and

equitable quality education for all. The goal is for educational institutions and learning

environments to be sensitive to the needs of all learners, to be inclusive, safe, non-violent,

child-friendly, gender-sensitive and to cater for all abilities.

Inclusion policies have become more common within educational systems and are

increasingly becoming incorporated within teacher education curricula in different

countries, as educational institutions and educators are expected to be skilled in ‘inclusion’

even if there is no universally accepted definition of inclusion, or how best it can be

promoted and implemented (Essex, Alexiadou & Zwozdiak-Myers, 2021). Consequently,

student teachers may have to deal with different approaches to inclusion and diversity

which may at times also be conflicting or contradictory (Essex, Alexiadou & Zwozdiak-

Myers, 2021).

Within the social sciences, there is also no universally accepted definition of culture. It

may be considered a contested concept since different scholars have provided different

definitions and approaches to defining the concept (Spencer-Oatey, 2012). Jahoda (2012)

claims that culture is difficult to define as it is a social construct created from a wide range

of complex phenomena. However, others are more explicit in terms of phenomena and state

that culture flows from standards, values, beliefs, habits, and practices developed gradually

over a period of time (Peterson & Deal, 1998).

On the basis of Spencer-Oatey’s (2012) discussion on the various attempts at defining

culture, we may broadly define culture as a set of norms and values, attitudes, beliefs,

rituals, ways of doing things, assumptions and expectations that are shared by a social

group. Culture is learned from one’s social environment through the various agents of

socialisation such as the family, the school, religion, peer groups and so on. Similarly,

defining a school culture is not straightforward but it has been described (Deal & Peterson,

2016) as having a powerful effect on school life. According to the authors, it is something

which is not easy to pinpoint but rather affects how things are done at school, how people

interact, norms, forms of dress, and various other elements within an educational

institution. Therefore, we may define it as the set of norms, informal rules, values, rituals,

traditions, goals and practices that is developed, shared, promoted, learned and reproduced

within an educational setting and learning community but which, at the same time, remains

slightly “elusive” and hidden, as Deal and Peterson (2016, p. 7) describe it. Cultures include
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both material and non-material elements, that is those aspects of a culture which are

tangible or visible and those aspects which are abstract such as values and attitudes (Hahn,

2018).

For a school culture to be inclusive, it needs to create an atmosphere which is embracing

of diversity and which ensures that every member of the school community is treated

with respect and dignity and embraced as a unique person regardless of gender, race,

ethnicity, religion, belief, sexual orientation, parental or family status, geographic origin,

political views, socioeconomic background, age and ability. Material aspects of an inclusive

school culture would include physical structures such as accessible buildings, universal

bathrooms, religious symbols representing different belief systems, teaching resources and

materials such as images representing diversity or dolls of different skin colour and body

shape used with early learners. Non-material aspects would include non-tangible elements

such as the values, norms, philosophies, beliefs and attitudes which are often the drivers

behind the realisation of such a culture. Values of social justice, equality and inclusion,

feelings of belonging, ideas about schools being safe spaces for all, an appreciation of

diversity in all its forms are all examples of non-material elements of inclusive culture.

An inclusive school also strives to go beyond the idea and practice of integration, where,

for example, students with disabilities learn alongside students without disabilities. An

inclusive school is not only concerned with social categories that are more likely to be

stigmatised or marginalised such as gender non-conformers, persons with disabilities or

those coming from minority ethnic groups, but emphasises the inclusion of all members

of the school community. It strives to put into practice the concepts of universality and

equality in education and considers diversity, regardless of how it is manifested, as a

positive source of enrichment, within a broader scheme based on the value of social justice

(Moliner Miravet & Moliner García, 2013). Inclusive schools embrace and celebrate diversity

to ensure that all students have the same rights and opportunities to fulfil their potential in

all areas (Hannigan, Grima-Farrell & Wardman, 2019; Villa & Thousand, 2005).

An inclusive school culture aims to foster a sense of community and belonging within the

educational community (Osterman, 2000) and to ensure that all members of the community

consider their school as a safe space where they can be themselves, and where they can

flourish academically and find care and support. For a school culture to be really inclusive,

it needs to be shared by the whole school community, as its values and principles guide

everyday interaction, decisions, policies and attitudes, both on a macro and micro level

within an educational institution and learning community.

An inclusive school culture is not static. In order to adequately respond to changing

trends in social and cultural diversity, inclusive school cultures are developed, reproduced

and reconstructed through everyday interaction, activities, initiatives, reflection, decisions,

procedures, objectives of the institutions and the communities within them. It becomes an

essential element of the institution in the sense that it underlies the whole structure and
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day to day operations and is reflected throughout, both in its formal and informal practices

(Moliner Miravet & Moliner García, 2013). In other words, it is a way of thinking.

Why is an inclusive school culture important?

Educational institutions, educational leaders and educators play a crucial role in the

creation of inclusive learning spaces. When schools take proactive action to bring about

change, they are more likely to succeed in reducing social and cultural exclusion as well

as bias and discrimination and to create and maintain a safe and inclusive environment for

all. An inclusive school culture creates a more conducive learning environment, even if it

does not necessarily guarantee academic success. These include students who; do not feel

accepted or who lack friends, experience rejection, discrimination or bullying, are less likely

to engage or perform well academically, who lack motivation, whose attendance is poor or

are likely to drop out of school, and their social development suffers (Juvonen et al., 2019;

Killen & Rutland, 2022).

In recent decades, the educational community has become more sensitised to the

varying needs of students. While all students have needs, some students may have more

needs and may require more support and attention. Mallia Borg (2007) notes a paradigm

shift in education where instead of perceiving students as failures, the onus is placed

on the educational system for failing to cater for their needs. In literature, considerable

attention has been given to the benefits of including learners with special needs. However,

research shows that the benefits of inclusivity extend beyond students with special needs.

Utomo and Thaibah (2021) describes how inclusive education is particularly beneficial for

character building among all students, as experiences of inclusionary practices teach life

skills and promote positive attitudes towards others who have different needs. An inclusive

school culture also encourages students to take the side of those who are willing to offer

support and assistance to those who need it (Killen & Rutland, 2022).

A review of initiatives in various countries, aimed at promoting an inclusive educational

environment particularly for transgender young people (Domínguez-Martínez & Robles,

2019), suggests that educational institutions which have in place policies protecting gender

minorities are beneficial in a number of ways. Educational spaces where binary notions

of gender are challenged, where students can express their gender without fearing the

consequences and which embrace diversity, tend to create a more positive and safe school

climate, enhance overall wellbeing, decrease instances of victimisation and harassment

and reduce absenteeism. A positive practice implemented in several countries is the

formation of gay-straight alliances, which has proved to have a number of positive effects,

particularly for young transgender people. School curricula which are representative of

minorities also tend to have a positive impact on enhancing wellbeing and reducing

victimisation and harassment of students who are considered different (Domínguez-

Martínez & Robles, 2019).
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A qualitative study conducted with five school principals who adopted an inclusive

approach in their schools found that inclusive cultures, based on a philosophy of inclusion

as “a way of thinking and acting”, ensures that all members of the community become

meaningfully involved and gain equally from it (Osiname, 2018). An inclusive school culture

strives to eliminate social exclusion and barriers that hinder students from enjoying their

rights and from feeling valued, respected, protected, and safe. This, in turn, motivates

members of the school community to express themselves freely, openly, and honestly,

knowing that they will be listened to and have their views respected. Staff and students have

the opportunity to approach the principal and express their feelings and concerns without

the fear of being punished or chastised. Adopting an open-door policy can be an effective

way of encouraging openness as it conveys a message that everyone can contribute to

building an inclusive school environment (Osiname, 2018).

The rapid advances and dependence on technology since the Covid-19 pandemic has

highlighted the importance of digital inclusion and investment in digital technology.

Research by Kim, Yi & Hong (2021) describes the inequalities of access to digital

technology at home or school and noted that disparities were greater when other factors

such as socio-economic background are taken into account. School cultures should be

digitally inclusive as unequal access to digital technology is likely to have long term

implications.

Inclusive school cultures are important as they respond to students’ need for belonging

(Osterman, 2000). In a context where mental health concerns are becoming increasingly

critical, inclusive school cultures may prove vital for enhancing psychological well-being,

and for highlighting how exclusion, disengagement from school, education-related stress,

marginalisation, lack of friends or popularity may all have a significant detrimental impact

on the mental health of students (Hannigan, Grima-Farrell & Wardman, 2019).

How is an inclusive school culture implemented?

Diversity within a school setting does not automatically ensure inclusion. Inclusion is a goal

that needs to be developed and promoted proactively (Juvonen, 2019). The Council of the

European Union reiterates the importance of implementing inclusivity in schools in its 2018

Recommendation on promoting common values, inclusive education, and the European

dimension of teaching:

“Ensuring effective equal access to quality inclusive education for all learners, including

those of migrant origins, those from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds, those

with special needs and those with disabilities — in line with the Convention on the Rights of

Persons with Disabilities — is indispensable for achieving more cohesive societies” (Council

of the European Union, 2018, point no. 16).

Responding to social and cultural diversity in our educational systems is no easy task.

It is a challenge that many schools, colleges and universities are now implementing.
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Educational institutions striving to foster a culture of inclusion often need to implement

radical changes which require commitment and hard work involving both deconstruction

and reconstruction. Fostering a culture of inclusion often requires the dismantling of all

that hinders its development such as attitudes towards diversity and may necessitate the

transformation of the whole educational institution. It also requires the motivation of the

whole school community in order to ensure the contribution of all involved (Moliner Miravet

& Moliner García, 2013).

In his foreword to A guide for ensuring inclusion and equity in education, Dr Qian Tang

(Unesco, 2017) writes that:

“To achieve this ambitious goal, countries should ensure inclusion and equity in and

through education systems and programs. This includes taking steps to prevent and

address all forms of exclusion and marginalisation, disparity, vulnerability and inequality

in educational access, participation, and completion as well as in learning processes and

outcomes. It also requires understanding learners’ diversities as opportunities in order to

enhance and democratise learning for all students” (Foreword).

Research by Fine-Davis & Faas (2014) into how schools in six European countries address

cultural diversity revealed that European societies approach diversity in education based

on different models. In countries such as Germany, Greece and Ireland, the concepts of

interculturalism and intercultural education were preferred while in Britain, the Netherlands,

Canada, the United States and Malaysia, the term multiculturalism is used. The authors

also cite research which shows that national historical and political legacies as well as

the topics taught also influenced educational policies and practices in different European

countries (Fine-Davis & Faas, 2014).

The authors of this chapter have identified four major components that play a crucial role

in the implementation of an inclusive school culture. These include attitudes, collaboration,

knowledge, and leadership.

Attitudes – A multi-layered approach aims to bring about attitudinal and behavioural

changes among students as well as administrators, educators, and other members of the

school community (Juvonen et al., 2019; Killen & Rutland 2022; Mallia Borg, 2007; Moliner

Miravet & Moliner García, 2013).

Collaboration – Different stakeholders, entities and communities working together,

supporting and learning from each other. It involves educators working together, facilitating

a leadership and educational authority structure and a supportive legal framework, involving

parents and students, collaborating with other school communities, and sharing a

determination to reach common goals (Lave and Wenger, 1998).

Knowledge – Knowledge, more specifically research-based evidence, that guides the

realisation of school inclusion in terms of different beliefs, needs and cultures, family

situations and socio-economic backgrounds of everyone in the school community.

Acknowledging the importance of knowledge and recognising different sources of

knowledge, e.g., through interaction with students and their parents, the provision of training
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or learning from the good or bad practices of other schools (Razer, Friedman & Warshofsky,

2013).

Leadership – The role of educators and administrators as role models whose behaviour

may be reflected in the attitudes and behaviour of their students (Juvonen, 2019) and

the whole school community. Educational leaders may take on the roles of facilitators,

innovators, visionaries and strategists, as well as enablers of an inclusive school culture

and must be open to change.

All of these above combine to create ‘safe spaces’ in educational settings where all staff,

students, and members of the wider educational community feel welcome, respected, safe

and visible.

Key aspects

Attitudes

Attitudes refer to how societies, communities and individuals learn to perceive issues,

people, things, objects, and events in a particular way which could be positive or negative

but which could also be ambivalent at times (Cherry, 2024). According to the same author,

psychologists tend to consider attitudes as having three components. These include; an

affective component referring to how one may feel about a social group of people such

as Muslim students; a cognitive component relating to the beliefs and ideas that one may

have about an issue such as the inclusion of trans students; and a behavioural dimension

where attitudes about someone or something may influence how people act, even in an

unconscious manner, such as addressing the assistant of a learner with disability rather

than the learner.

Moliner Miravet and Moliner García (2013) consider two factors as being crucial for the

promotion of a culture of inclusion: “(a) a set of objectives agreed on by the educational

community, and (b) shared values” (p. 1376). They identify a number of factors as

contributing to the achievement of consensus among the teaching community such as

the degree of teaching experience, the position one occupies within the school as well as

the gender of the educator and the subject one teaches. Although there are convergent

views about the issue of how to establish “a common language” throughout an institution,

they argue that a shared culture of inclusivity reinforces the sense of community and

belonging within an educational setting (Moliner Miravet & Moliner García 2013). The

question remains on how to achieve this.

How does a school community come to embrace a common set of objectives and

values? This is a long-term goal which can only be achieved through a passionate,

committed, joint and continuous effort and involves challenging taken for granted

assumptions, transgressing boundaries, orthodox views and methods. Attitudes are shaped

through socialisation and learning at home and at school, through media influence, social
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experiences, and observation, and while they may become ingrained, it does not mean that

they are incapable of change (Cherry, 2024).

The Recommendation on promoting common values, inclusive education, and the

European dimension of teaching (Council of the European Union, 2018) suggests that

educational staff should be able “ to promote common values and deliver inclusive

education, through:

(a)
measures to empower educational staff helping them convey common values, and promote

active citizenship while transmitting a sense of belonging and responding to the diverse needs
of learners; and

(b) promoting initial and continued education, exchanges and peer learning and peer counselling
activities as well as guidance and mentoring for educational staff”.

Heads of school play an important role here as they are often the drivers behind a change

in attitudes. Acting as both role models and facilitators, heads of schools who facilitate

openness, accessibility, critical feedback, democratic participation and involve all members

of the school community are more likely to bring about an attitude change towards

inclusion (Osiname, 2018). Embarking on a project which strives to bring about a change

in attitudes towards diversity within a school setting may necessitate both direct and

indirect interventions as well as strategies targeting different processes and practices.

These include; developing an inclusion policy and multicultural curriculum as well as

indirect ways through which messages about inclusion, acceptance, equality and social

justice are conveyed, e.g., through the use of images in class or, if working with small

children, through the use of dolls, soft toys or puppets having different body shapes or skin

colour and hair textures (Juvonen et al., 2019). The hidden curriculum is a primary tool

through which inclusivity may become a way of thinking within an educational institution.

Changing attitudes towards diversity could be encouraged by facilitating communication

among members of diverse groups. This helps to reduce negative stereotypes and biases

about those who are different. Within their classrooms, teachers may find ways of

encouraging inter-group interaction, e.g., through seating arrangements or group work.

Interaction across groups may also be encouraged through extracurricular activities or

themed clubs which attract students from different backgrounds. It may also be

encouraged through a peer mentoring system (Juvonen, 2019, Killen & Rutland, 2022).

Creating a school and classroom context where students interact with those who are

different from themselves is an excellent opportunity to promote openness to diversity.

Intergroup interaction enables young people to see both the differences and the similarities

that exist between them and their peers, and to appreciate differences as alternative

realities rather than as threats (Bayram, Özdemir & Boersma, 2021).

Research suggests that how educators respond to diversity in schools and in their

classrooms is of utmost importance since their attitudes are reflected in their classroom

practices and will have an effect on student social wellbeing and educational performance

(Wang et al., 2022). Garmon (2004) suggested six factors that seem to carry central
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significance in bringing about effective transformation in the attitudes of teachers towards

diversity. These factors include openness, self-awareness/self-reflection and commitment

in terms of disposition and intercultural, educational, and support group experiences. As

societies and classrooms continuously change and become more diverse, teachers need to

be equipped with the necessary skills, knowledge and attitudes to address these realities

in an effective way. They need constant training and preparation to address the needs

of all learners and to promote inclusivity in their everyday practices and interactions with

students and colleagues (Fine-Davis & Faas, 2014; Mallia Borg, 2007). The importance of

revisiting teacher education has also been recognised. In light changing demographics of

our education systems, many Europeans countries are reforming teacher education policies

to ensure that teachers will be equipped to face the challenges of inclusive education

(Florian & Camedda, 2020)

Initiatives aimed at attitudinal changes towards diversity strive to eliminate biases,

negative stereotypes and other exclusionary practices that have negative consequences

on both victims and perpetrators. During the transition from childhood to adolescence,

students become increasingly aware of social inequalities and of the possible links

between social stereotypes and of being unjustly treated by peers or other members of the

school community (Killen & Rutland, 2022). Adolescence is an age where youngsters are

trying to better understand the world around them and to form opinions and attitudes about

it. Research suggests that as they become more independent of their parents, they tend

to be more open to ideas about diversity and that schools have an important role to play

in fostering positive attitudes about diversity (Bayram, Özdemir & Boersma, 2021). At such

a sensitive stage in their development, school experiences can have a significant impact

on attitudes of adolescents towards classmates, according to Eckstein, Miklikowska &

Noack (2021). They also note that school climates which promote democratic participation

and supportive attitudes towards classmates tend to minimise prejudice among young

adolescents. The authors also suggest that schools should take into consideration

differences in students and across the school context. For example, student age when

implementing initiatives which may facilitate the development of positive intergroup

attitudes (Eckstein, Miklikowska & Noack, 2021).

Students in preschool and primary school are actively developing their attitudes and

understanding about their culture and society. They learn from both their own direct

experiences as well as from their exposure to their environment, media, and other people

around them. Additionally, experiences that young students have in their primary social

groups, like school, have a great impact on their attitudes (Triandis, Adamopoulos &

Brinberg, 1984).

For example, a range of research has shown that gender stereotyping becomes

embedded in young children’s experiences in education and in life more generally from

their earliest days. This video shows examples of how adults subtly and not-so-subtly

direct children’s attention towards gender stereotyped toys, often unconsciously: Girl toys
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vs boy toys: The experiment – BBC Stories – YouTube. Children may internalise these

messages about what is ‘right’ for them based on their gender, and so begin to choose

gender stereotyped activities, perpetuating behaviours and limiting their opportunities for

learning, development and play. For example, Coyne’s research has explored how exposure

to stereotyped super-hero content (Coyne et al., 2014) or Disney Princess content (Coyne

et al., 2016) influences children’s play and gender stereotypical behaviour. Perhaps even

more worrying is evidence that children’s attitudes towards children who play in gender

atypical ways (as traditionally defined) tend to be negative, and children may police each

other’s gender conforming behaviour, even to the extent of bullying (O’Toole and Hayes,

2020). Kuvlanka and colleagues (2014) also showed that gender non-conforming and trans

children can be at risk of difficult peer interactions. This emphasises the importance

of educators reflecting on their practice to ensure that they are not consciously or

unconsciously communicating discriminatory messages to children. Practice that helps

to counter such narratives in education includes ensuring to offer equal experiences to

students regardless of gender, choosing resources mindfully (for example books in which

characters challenge gender stereotypes) and ensuring opportunities for all genders to mix

together so that stereotypes can be challenged through direct experience (see Sex/Gender

Education chapter of this book).

These examples apply to multiple dimensions of diversity. Studies have found, for

example, that direct contact experiences with students with disabilities in primary school

positively influenced non disabled students’ attitudes about inclusion (Allport, 1954;

Diamond et al., 1997; Okagkai et al., 1998; Pettigrew, 1998). Students who had contact with

a peer with a disability or had a family member with a disability had more positive attitudes

towards students with disabilities compared to students who were simply attending an

inclusive class who did not have any direct contact with peers with disabilities or had

a family member with a disability (Goncalves, 2014; Schwab, 2017). The Human Library

approach described in the example case is one strategy to support this.
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Source: Unjudge someone – The Human Library Organization

A Human Library may be simply described as a library where instead of books, there

are people who are willing to share their stories with readers. These human books are

volunteers and would typically represent social categories of people that tend to be the

target of stigma, discrimination, prejudice, hate, bullying and marginalisation due to factors

including colour of skin, religion, body shape, disability, gender nonconformity, sexual

orientation, health status, beliefs and so on. The aim of a human library is to challenge

stereotypical ideas, attitudes, feelings and beliefs about these social groups through

contact and dialogue.

Visitors to a Human Library, such as members of the school community, teachers,

students and parents should be informed beforehand of the significance and scope of the

activity. Apart from the practical dimensions of this, the school has the opportunity to put

the organisation of the library within its broader agenda of promoting positive attitudes

towards diversity as part of a holistic, inclusive school culture.

‘Books’ sit around small tables or on an armchair where visitors can join to listen to the

stories. Some ‘books’ might also sit on carpets and visitors could sit in front of them on

cushions on the floor. Each book should have a sign, representing the book title indicating

the social category that is being represented. At the entrance to the library, there could be a

colourful visual displayed with the list of books available on the day.
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Source: Unjudge Someone – The Human Library Organization

Example of Human Library with children and teenagers: Kids Meet A Deaf Person | HiHo

Kids – YouTube

Evidence exists of the effectiveness of such approaches to contact and dialogue for

reducing stigma and prejudice. For example, early exposure to information about peers with

disabilities can increase children’s acceptance of peers with varying abilities (Okagaki et

al., 1998). Loeber and colleagues (2022) also found that “learning new information about

peers with non-compliant classroom behaviour by students can correct their negative views

and existing misconceptions and ultimately lead to positive attitudes” (Loeber et al., 2022,

p. 4). These findings were reflected in a study by Ostrosky et al., (2013) where preschool

students spent time reading and discussing books with characters with disabilities in their

classroom as well as at home with their families. The study found that preschool students

had an increase in their positive attitude from the combined effect of contact with peers

with disabilities and from information shared through books (Ostrosky et al., 2013).

This type of intervention on inclusion can be extrapolated to other dimensions of diversity

and is likely to result in desired outcomes such as developing positive attitudes towards

inclusion. As young students are exposed through direct contact experiences in addition

to literature and multimedia, they are also developing their sense of the world and their

understanding of how things work together.

CHALLENGES TO ATTITUDE CHANGE

The benefits of having a shared set of values and attitudes which are positive and open

to inclusion are widely recognised. Yet, bringing about an attitude change is not an easy

task. Despite the importance of implementing, and sustaining, an inclusive school culture,

schools face a number of challenges. While School leadership and the teaching staff are
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major drivers of change, some may not be open to change or be unwilling to embrace

inclusion themselves, or act as role models in the process. Existing literature highlights

where teachers may be less receptive to the idea of inclusive education (Revelian Steven

& Tibategeza Eustard, 2022). School leaders, or any agents of change within the school,

are likely to face resistance (Zimmerman, 2006) and lack of resources or legal frameworks

may also pose difficulties. Teachers may resist change for various reasons such as an

unwillingness to change their habits, or because they lack the knowledge and resources

or necessary skills to implement change (Yılmaz & Kılıçoğlu, 2013). Changing cultural

attitudes is demanding in any context. Nevertheless, it is a key driver to facilitating change

and in light of the social and cultural realities of our schools.

Collaboration

Inclusive school culture can be supported and developed through a collaborative approach

with school staff, children, families and the wider school community. Collaboration in

schools is rooted in, and depends on, the relationships that are made up from repeated

interactions across time (Pianta et al., 2003). It could be argued that relationships underpin

all learning, and that a focus on creating positive relationships (or in German

‘Beziehungsarbeit’) is a crucial element of an inclusive school (see Relationships chapter of

this book). In terms of collaboration, each participant in an inclusive school brings different

orientations, knowledge, expectations, priorities, and interests (Foong et al., 2018). In the

context of supportive relationships, such diversity can be leveraged so that these become

more than the sum of their parts, but within hostile, defensive or disrespectful relationships

these differences can become a source of tension. Recognising this and working towards

the creation of inclusive school collaboration, does not suggest that we all have to agree

with each other or be homogenous in our thinking. In fact the opposite may be true:

for example in an inclusive setting the needs and wishes of individual parents may not

always align with the needs and wishes of the community as a whole or of individuals

within the school. However, the negotiation, rather than avoidance, of these tensions is

part of a democratic society (O’Toole, Dowling & McElheron, 2023) and an inclusive school

climate allows for them to be deconstructed in respectful ways. This is just one of many

ways in which relationships impact on the inclusivity of a school culture. Some examples

of collaborative approaches for the establishment of inclusive school cultures include

communities of practice and co-teaching.

Communities of Practice

A Community of Practice (CoP) is just one way to support and foster collaboration within a

school environment. A CoP consists of a network of people who frequently come together

to share, learn, and work to achieve agreed targets or goals. A CoP is important as it

also allows educators and other educational professionals to assemble and share insights
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from their previous experiences (Ostrowski et al., 2017). The development of a CoP can

be a complex undertaking as it tends to have a multitude of moving parts and requires

buy-in and time investment from other stakeholders. From a leadership perspective, CoP

provide a safe space for school leaders to learn, gain new perspectives, test new ideas

and engage in meaningful, authentic feedback and reflection (Bickmore et al., 2021). This

type of safe space can foster deep conversations and build educator confidence (Patton &

Parker, 2017).

CoP can also play a monument role in igniting and driving teacher professional

development (Schlager & Fusco, 2003). Evidence has shown that the adoption of a teacher

CoP can result in more positive views of teacher professional development and enhanced

leadership behaviours (Bickmore et al., 2021). Moreover, for some teachers, a CoP provides

teachers with the opportunity to engage in dialogue with others on topics including

research, teaching practice, and student learning (Patton & Parker, 2017). As a CoP

gradually matures, it may also begin to produce its own cultural artefacts, norms, and values

(Schlager & Fusco, 2003). Schlager & Fusco (2003) contend that an effective CoP can

enact policies, spread innovation and foster change. They further argue that a significant

characteristic of a successful CoP is its ability to flourish, evolve, and reproduce its

membership where new members can begin a journey towards mastery and leadership.

However, some concerns have been highlighted around the use of CoP. For example, a

dysfunctional CoP can have a detrimental effect on a school environment. Rather than

driving collaboration, they are hijacked and employed to resist progress, impede innovation

or subvert policies (Schlager & Fusco, 2003). In this instance, leadership is essential to

ensuring communities of practice are not co-opted in this way.

Co-teaching

Another means to foster collaboration within a school community is by facilitating and

empowering teachers to co-teach (see Teamwork in the classroom chapter of this book).

Firstly, it is important to recognise that there are many models of co-teaching including;

whole class team teaching, parallel teaching (with either heterogenous or homogenous

groups), one teach and one assist, station teaching, or whole class and small group

instruction (Brendle et al.,, 2017; Solis et al., 2012). As co-teaching is an intimate

relationship, it requires the teachers to first agree on the model that they will be using.

Agreement on the roles and responsibilities before beginning to teach results in better

outcomes for both students and teachers who have co-taught (Trent et al., 2003).

Figure 1: Models of co-teaching
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Source: Friend & Bursuck, 2009, p. 88.

After the model is determined, teachers can then collaborate on how to meet the outlined

curriculum objectives and execute their plan. The highly collaborative nature of co-teaching

draws on the strengths of both the teachers and has been shown to provide positive

outcomes for students, specifically those with disabilities (Brendle et al.,, 2017). Co-

teaching has also been proven to increase positive attitudes of teachers towards the

inclusion of students with disabilities (Solis et al., 2012).

There are many challenges to effective co-teaching such as time and expertise. The

role of administrators in advocating and allowing for collaborative planning time is critical

to ensure that co-teachers have sufficient time to plan together. It also has been well

documented that teachers lack that knowledge of how to effectively co-teach (Brendle et

al.,, 2017; Solis et al., 2012, Trent et al., 2003). Further practice and coaching on how to co-

plan, co-teach, and co-assess is necessary for the success and positive outcomes to be

measured.

Juvonen and colleagues (2019) make similar arguments. They consider challenging the

norm and adopting a proactive approach in promoting a culture of social inclusion. Like
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Killen and Rutland (2022), they also call for the facilitation of interaction among members

of diverse groups which helps to reduce negative stereotypes and biases concerning those

who are different. Within their classrooms, teachers may also find ways of encouraging

inter-group interaction, e.g., through seating arrangements or group work. Interaction

across groups may also be encouraged through extracurricular activities or themed clubs

which attract students from different backgrounds. It may also be useful to have a peer

mentoring system (Juvonen, 2019).

Knowledge

In order for a school to develop an inclusive culture, the educators, administrators, and the

school staff must first know about their community and the community that they serve. To

know a community requires knowledge about all the dimensions of diversity that affect the

unique makeup of that population such as race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, language,

nationality, sex, gender identity, sexual orientation, religion, geography, disability, and age.

Multi dimensional

The interplay of the different dimensions of diversity is complex and requires an awareness

of the implications of certain elements of diversity. For example, as seen in Figure 2, there

are elements of someone’s profile (as seen in the inner portion of the wheel) that are more

or less fixed and potentially visible to the wider community. There is a recognition here that

gender and gender identity may not be fixed, but fluid for some people. The outer portion of

the wheel indicates pieces that evolve over time or are not necessarily visible to the outside

observer.

Figure 2: John Hopkins University Diversity Wheel

INCLUSIVE SCHOOL CULTURE | 1365



Source: See for example Hawkins et al., 2017

Knowledge of school and wider community demographics is just the first step in this

process. It is also necessary to analyse that knowledge to understand how power dynamics

affect one’s experience in that community. Fostering and promoting inclusion in a school

setting requires knowledge about social exclusion and how to prevent it and address it

on different levels (Razer, Friedman & Warshofsky, 2013). As deeper learning is acquired

regarding the dynamics of a community, the resulting implications become more clear.

For example, if there is a large community of non-religious families in an otherwise

predominantly Muslim area, what implications does that have on the inclusion of these

families into the school culture?

Fostering and promoting a culture of inclusion may necessitate both direct and indirect

interventions and strategies targeting different processes and practices. Educators need
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constant training and preparation to enable them to acquire the necessary knowledge and

skills to be able to cater for the needs of all learners as well as to promote values of

inclusivity in their everyday practices and interactions at school both with students and

colleagues (Mallia Borg, 2007).

In-depth knowledge of the multiple dimensions of inclusion must begin with pre-service

teacher training (Bishop & Jones, 2022). As Yuan (2017) states, “It is central to educate pre-

service teachers and students in teacher education programs in a culturally responsive way,

as well as to facilitate teacher candidates construct effective teaching pedagogies which

draw on experiences and knowledge developed in their professional training processes”

(2017, p. 3). This knowledge comes from the composition of the community as well as

from examination of one’s own background. Whether as an educator, staff member, or

administrator, each person brings their own experiences and beliefs with them to the school

community.

Learning and developing culturally responsive or inclusive practices does not conclude

with pre-service teacher training. While it is important that teachers are exposed early on, it

is equally important that it continues throughout a teacher’s career. Continuing professional

development is critical for teachers in order to grow their understanding of how to be as

inclusive as possible (Carrington and Elkins, 2002; Uçan, 2016). The act of being inclusive is

an ongoing process. As the community evolves, so too do their needs, and inclusive school

cultures must reflect that. Furthermore, the need for constant evolution does not rest only

on teachers, it is necessary that the administrators of the school, as well as school staff and

parents, continue to develop their multi-dimensional understandings of their community.

For example, when a community welcomes an increasing number of refugee families

over the course of a year, what can be done to understand their cultural or linguistic needs?

More recently, there has been an increase in students identifying as LGBTQIA+ and we

must question how we can adapt to support their needs. We want to be more inclusive

of students with disabilities, therefore what needs to be done to promote more teacher

training? What types of programmes do working parents, for example, need to have in order

to feel supported?

Members of the community can also be encouraged to explore areas of need within the

community. Recognising shifting demographics or evolving concepts in the wider society

are essential to having an open attitude towards inclusion, but further research is necessary

to fully understand how that change affects a specific school community (Hawkins et al.,

2017; Raffo & Gunter, 2008).

Juvonen and colleagues (2019) cite research which shows that when members of

minority groups are in larger numbers, the negative effects, such as lower achievement

or mental health issues, are reduced. Although this is not possible in many educational

settings, it points to the importance of relative student representation (and ethnic

characteristics) which may lead to stigma and discrimination (Juvonen et al., 2019). When
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members of a school community understand this important point, policies can be enacted

that reflect the school population and include minority students in the community.

Intentional

An inclusive school culture does not happen spontaneously. There is a great deal of

intentionality behind gathering knowledge and using the information to create policies,

programs, and practices that foster inclusion and continue to reflect the community that

they serve (Carrington & Elkins, 2002). For example, as administrators are intentional about

setting up spaces for teachers to collaborate, teachers are proactively seeking to

understand the cultural make-up of their new class community or in the instance of the

parent community reaching out to new members of the community, we see the thread of

intentionality playing an integral role in creating an inclusive school culture.

When an inclusive curriculum is implemented, intentional choices are made including

having an understanding of the school’s community characteristics and being committed

to including everyone. For example, schools that use Universal Design for Learning (UDL)

are one means of ensuring all students, and not just those with disabilities or learning

differences, are included and highly engaged (see UDL chapter of this book).

Intentionality is implicit in the use of language and vocabulary to explicitly include those

otherwise marginalised. In the classroom, teachers’ use of inclusive language sends a

strong message to students such as respect for students’ preferred pronouns. Gender-

neutral language is important in terms of challenging gender inequalities and including

students who are non-binary or gender non-conforming (Bastian & Rohlik, 2022). In order

for teachers to be able to implement this level of inclusivity in their classrooms, they first

must understand their community’s needs and how it works.

We can examine the intentionality of our inclusion by understanding accessibility and

what barriers to access may exist for some students. Barriers to access include attitudinal

barriers (whether intentional or unintentional), environmental or structural barriers,

technological barriers, policy and communication barriers (Pivik, McComas & Laflamme,

2002). When we use this lens to examine what students with a disabilities experience in

school, teachers perceptions concerning issues such as lack of access to the classroom

or a belief that coursework is too demanding and therefore inaccessible for the student, or

that the technology (i.e., screen reader or a assistive device) required by the student is not

available, can all prevent inclusion. Viewing barriers to access and participation through an

individual’s lens can further promote inclusion.

Another facet of intentional inclusiveness comes from who, and what, is visible and

represented in the school environment. This shows a newcomer what is valued in the

school community (Ryan, Jerome & Lynch, 1994). Examples of this can be seen by who is

represented on the school’s marketing or external communication materials – for instance,

is there a variety of races, ethnicities and genders? Are individuals with disabilities visible?
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What else does the school’s physical environment show us about who is included? Does

the physical space demonstrate who is valued here? For instance, accessible bathrooms,

parking spaces, classrooms, and offices show that there has been an intentional thought

into who makes up this school community. Books and resources that depict multicultural

values including different cultures and languages and other visible signs of inclusion. Using

culturally responsive teaching practices increases student participation, and has a positive

outcome on student achievement as well as the student’s understanding of their own

identity (Byrd, 2016; Larson et al., 2018; Piazza et al., 2015). The use of flags – such as

pride flags or indigenous flags – can also be an outward sign of the inclusivity of the

school culture, provided that they are not used as tokenism, but rather have come from the

community (Wolowic, 2017).

Challenges

The greatest challenge is the need to maintain an inclusive school culture. There is a

constant need to build knowledge around the evolving nature of a school population. While

there are elements of an inclusive school culture that persist over the years, e.g., the policy

on inclusion or the ramps and elevators that allow physical access, however, the language

used and representations of who makes up a school community will evolve.

The knowledge of legal frameworks and the resulting implications on inclusion within

regional or national settings can be challenging. If, for example, there is explicit policy

which does not acknowledge one group, religion, or language, it can pose possible legal

challenges to how to actively include the entire school population effectively. The policies

surrounding education are political by nature and are at risk for change, either to the benefit

or detriment of the people, according to changes in political power.

Lastly, maintaining adequate resources is always a challenge. In the case of knowledge

building, affording teachers the time, and accompanying financial compensation for their

time, to continually increase their knowledge is not always a primary goal for schools given

limited budgets. There may not be the financial resources available to purchase materials,

equipment, and resources that represent and support the current population of the school.

So, what can a teacher do with these challenges?

Start where you are. Use what you have. Do what you can. Inclusion may not be big

sweeping initiatives supported by a whole school community. Inclusion might be small acts

within a classroom of a teacher that welcomes all children in with an open mind and actively

builds their own knowledge. Schools play a critical role in reducing vulnerability to exclusion

by developing pupils’ sense of self-efficacy, self-worth, and sense of belonging (Raffo &

Gunter, 2008) and that can happen on a small scale if necessary until the movement of

inclusion grows into a greater school culture.
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Leadership

Leadership plays a crucial role in the development of an inclusive school culture (see

Leadership chapter of this book). Zollers and colleagues (1999) contend that an inclusive

school culture is born through three key characteristics: a broad vision of the school

community, a shared language and values, and inclusive school leadership. They further

argue that a thriving school culture may be needed to ensure inclusion flourishes within

a school (Zollers et al., 1999). However, creating an inclusive school campus is complex

and so often requires a fearless leader (Ainscow, 2001). Strong inclusive leaders explore

ways to ensure a collaborative and engaging school environment where everyone is valued,

and where staff and students feel safe and have a true sense of belonging. Inclusive

leadership’s primary focus is on achieving inclusion and ensuring the necessary processes

and goals are in place to achieve that inclusion (Ryan, 2006). Despite what one might think,

leadership and inclusion tend not to be mutually inclusive, but instead focuses on a number

of factors to create a synergy between them (Ryan, 2006). These include how leadership is

understood and planned, and how roles and activities for fostering inclusion are allocated

(Ryan, 2006). Promoting and fostering inclusive school culture is a leadership choice, with

schools choosing to move in a clear philosophical direction. However, it is often school

principals, or the school heads, who are involved in making this decision.

Principals are often viewed as leaders in driving school culture (Francis et al., 2016).

Principals are seen as having the most knowledge, access to resources and are in the best

position to drive change (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990). As a result, principals play a key role

in the development of inclusiveness ethos within that school culture. An inclusive principal

must be morally strong and advocate for inclusion for both staff and students. Evidence

suggests that these types of principals are also more likely to support creativity and allow

extended levels of risk to be taken (Black & Simon, 2014). Being a leader often requires

making difficult decisions. Moreover, promoting an authentic inclusion environment means

making daily decisions that include or exclude students and staff (Banks, 2023).

To foster inclusive practices and attitudes, principals should mirror the inclusive practices

in their everyday practice. Principals also need to understand, recognise, and value the

individuality and diversity of the student population (Ainscow, 2001). They also need to

understand that the path to an inclusive school culture is a continuous journey and not

a predefined destination. Inclusion is never complete; schools can always learn more

ways to be more inclusive. Causton-Theoharis and Theoharis (2008) echo this by arguing

that inclusion should be viewed more as a way of thinking than a set school target to

be achieved. Moliner Miravet and Moliner García (2013) also contend that two essential

components are necessary to foster an inclusive and intercultural culture in schools. These

components are a set of objectives agreed on by the educational community and a set of

shared values.

However, Ryan (2006) reasons that inclusive leadership is underpinned by a specific
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set of practices. He purports that these practices include advocating for inclusion, the

education of all stakeholders, encouraging debate and discourse, developing critical

consciousness, and implementing inclusive decision and policymaking strategies. They

also state that inclusive leadership should promote the adoption of whole-school

approaches with a particular focus on student learning and classroom practice. Others

such as Ainscow (2020) have championed this whole-school approach. The practices

mentioned above highlight how inclusive school leadership is very much an intentional

process. However, inclusive leadership is only one part of the inclusive culture. For inclusive

leadership to have an optimal impact, all stakeholders must promote and support inclusive

ideals that foster an inclusive school culture (Ryan, 2006). From a cultural perspective, it

is important that leadership examines the cultural needs of not just the students but also

parents and teachers alike (Khalifa et al., 2016).

Staff values and attitudes also play an integral role in the creation of an inclusive school

culture. Schools need to be staffed by teachers who believe all students can learn and

have a responsibility to teach and support every learner (Rose, 2023). These values should

include openness and celebration of diversity if teachers are to include and support the

participation of every student (Kugelmass, 2003). Sometimes, it is about understanding

the climate that is already present within your school. Principals have noted that inclusive

leadership can be about knowing what the school’s current baseline is and working from

there (DeMatthews, 2021). Moreover, Black and Simon (2014) argue that teachers need

to critically reflect on their assumptions and behaviours, inclusive practice and build

partnerships with parents and others in the community. They further note how principals are

responsible for leading these processes of reflection and collaboration that shape teacher

values.

Inclusive practice and the development of an inclusive culture is a shared enterprise.

From a sustainability perspective, leadership needs to plan and develop a sustainable

approach that commits to the inclusive agenda that is everyone’s responsibility (Black &

Simon, 2014). To achieve this goal, a certain level of cooperation and collaborative work is

required. This collaboration is at the core of inclusive school cultures and leaders play a

critical role in supporting and developing a collaborative culture within a school.

Ryan (2006) states that “for leadership to be genuinely inclusive, it must foster equitable

and horizontal relationships that also transcend wider gender, race and class divisions” (p.

8). However, for openness and more fluid collaboration and relationship building, leadership

needs to facilitate relationships across both the horizontal and the vertical. These

relationships, partnerships and collaborations should not be limited and include, for

example, parents, caregivers, teachers, educational professionals, community partners,

students and researchers. Collaboration is not a new phenomenon as we can see from

examples of co-teaching and communities of practice earlier in this chapter. Many teachers

are enthusiastic about working in teams and already collaborate in teams to solve

problems, but often they require a strong leader to initiate and support these types of
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collaborations (Clark et al., 1995). Strong leaders also recognise the need for teamwork,

collaboration, and discourse. In addition to collaboration, Banks (2023) notes the influence

of dialogue between stakeholders in shaping and reforming inclusive education and

practice. Furthermore, collaboration need not be confined within the school. Evidence

shows that a school’s capacity to support learner diversity can be better achieved through

school-to-school collaboration diversity (Muijs et al., 2011). Likewise, Carrington and

Robinson (2006) maintain that a principle of development of a more inclusive school

community lies in collaborating and valuing external partners such as parents and the wider

community.

School policies have a significant impact on how a school culture and inclusion are

created within a school. Inclusive culture requires policymakers and senior staff across

educational structures to share similar visions for inclusive education in terms of

differences, collaboration and supporting every student. After all, promoting and fostering

inclusive practices is everyone’s business, and so all stakeholders, including the students

themselves, should be included when developing policy (Ainscow, 2020). However, while

the development of policies is one goal, the implementation of these policies is another.

There are often inconsistencies about how policies are implemented, so leadership plays

a key role in ensuring implementation is successful across the school (Black & Simon,

2014). Ainscow (2020) agrees and notes that policy changes related to inclusion require an

effective strategy for implementation to ensure barriers affecting marginalised cohorts are

removed. Moreover, all leadership processes should be designed and planned to advocate

and support inclusion (Ryan, 2006). Inclusive leaders need to be consistent and clear

when it comes to policy. Policies should clearly state what is meant by terms such as

inclusion and equity (Ainscow, 2020). However, inclusive school policies that promote

inclusive culture may mean little without the resources required to embed a school’s

inclusive agenda.

School leadership plays a pivotal role in the acquisition of resources for schools. These

include resources that are pivotal to inclusive education, such as aides, technologies and

additional staff, including those with specific expertise (Black & Simon, 2014). Shevlin

(2023) argues that in an inclusive utopia, schools would have the appropriate resources and

accessible spaces so schools could ensure everyone experiences a sense of belonging.

However, many inclusive-centric accommodations and supports often require schools to

have the financial resources to achieve inclusion, resources schools may not have. Time

is another resource often required to accommodate or support a student or colleague in

promoting or facilitating inclusive practice. With competing priorities, inclusive leaders need

to be proactive and deliberate in acquiring the resources they need. They also need to be

cognisant of the additional time often required to facilitate more inclusive agendas and to

recognise the value of supporting staff initiatives that focus on creating a more inclusive

culture.

From a curriculum standpoint, school leaders must understand that the adoption of
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inclusive pedagogical frameworks such as Universal Design for Learning (UDL) or Culturally

Responsive Pedagogy (CRP) may require the allocation of resources – human, physical and

otherwise. These resources include time and formal acknowledgement within performance

reviews (Fovet, 2023). It may also have additional financial requirements, such as the

acquisition of tools and technologies. However, teachers have identified systematic support

from leaders and senior management as essential in obtaining the resources to address

barriers to inclusion (Woodcock & Marks Wolfsen, 2019). They also noted the role

leadership plays in terms of attitudinal barriers and managing competing demands such

as time. Adopting new frameworks requires an understanding of the intricacies of these

new approaches. Therefore, knowledge is important when changing inclusive practices and

promoting new ways of engagement.

This chapter has already discussed the importance of knowledge in terms of developing

an inclusive school culture. However, it is crucial that leaders and senior staff are

knowledgeable about inclusive practice and creating an inclusive climate within schools.

Worryingly, despite the high level of university-based leadership preparation programs,

concerns have been raised about their lack of focus on special education and inclusion

(DeMatthews et al., 2020). If leaders are not being trained to understand and mirror the

values of inclusive leadership, it may never take hold across educational organisations –

a key practice of inclusive leadership. Inclusive leadership needs to be educational as the

leader must educate stakeholders across campus on all issues pertaining to inclusive and

exclusive practices (Ryan, 2003).

‘Safe space’

Another element that leadership plays a critical role is the nurturing of a ‘safe space’.

As noted from the beginning of this chapter, an inclusive school culture can often be an

intangible aspect of educational settings, and may be something that is subjectively felt

rather than objectively articulated. Inclusive attitudes within collaborative relationships and

possession of appropriate knowledge and awareness, guided and resourced by inclusive

leaders, can combine to create a school culture that feels safe for all. There is a rich

literature dating back to the 1960s on this concept of the intangible ‘felt’ elements of

cultures in workplaces using the term ‘psychological safety’ (Schein & Bennis, 1965). This

is increasingly being applied to educational settings (e.g. Xie et al., 2022). Equally, there is

a range of literature using the term ‘safe space’ that originated in the 1970s in women’s

and LGBT movements and which referred to safe physical meeting places. This has more

recently been applied to learning environments characterised by respect and safety (Flesner

& Von der Lippe, 2019). In this chapter, in recognition of the fact that a truly inclusive school

culture needs not just a psychological sense of safety, but also a physical one, we mostly

use the term ‘safe space’. However, in defining this intangible element of inclusive school

culture we draw on literature that uses either term.

INCLUSIVE SCHOOL CULTURE | 1373



Edmondson, Higgins, Singer and Weiner (2016) state that a sense of safety is particularly

crucial in settings characterised by high stakes, complexity, and essential human

interactions, and name educational settings as one such type of environment. They indicate

that school climate is a key predictor of how people within schools will act, respond, adapt

and learn. In schools characterised as safe spaces, individuals feel able to take a risk

to try something new or to be themselves. People are able to contribute without fear of

being embarrassed or rejected and so within such spaces there is trust, mutual respect and

people are comfortable being themselves (Duhigg, 2016). This participation builds a sense

of belonging within a community leading to inclusion.

A well-known study on the effects of mutual respect and team dynamics was conducted

by the company Google, who explored why some teams were more successful than others.

This study, called ‘Project Aristotle’, funnelled millions of dollars into gathering a dizzying

array of data measuring almost every aspect of their employees’ lives in an attempt to

quantify what constituted the ‘perfect team’ (Duhigg, 2016). They investigated aspects such

as how often colleagues ate together, characteristics of effective leaders, gender balance

across teams, personality characteristics like introversion and extroversion, and found no

common points of data across successful teams or across unsuccessful teams. It was

only when they began to investigate the more intangible elements of team culture that they

discovered what distinguished successful teams from unsuccessful ones – the way people

treated each other. ‘Psychological safety’, broadly defined as people being comfortable

expressing and being themselves without fear of embarrassment or retribution, and ‘social

sensitivity’ whereby people showed empathy for each other’s perspectives and needs,

combined to create inclusive cultures conducive to learning, creativity and success

(Edmonson, 2018).

This has implications for inclusive school culture, and it may be the reason that the four

elements we identify (attitudes, collaboration, knowledge, and leadership) are so effective

in developing inclusive school culture and creating safe spaces for the whole school

community. For example, Zhou and Pan (2015) linked psychological safety to

transformational leadership and highlighted the necessity of cultures of communication to

enhance employee creativity and participation.

There are many problems and difficulties that face inclusive leadership, particularly when

it comes to changing cultural norms. The attitude section of this chapter highlighted the

attitudinal barriers that must be faced when promoting a more inclusive culture. This

leadership section also discussed how policies and financial restrictions might impede

the inclusive process. Ainscow (2020) notes how these competing pressures add to the

difficulty of developing a more inclusive culture within a school. He further claims that

problems around promoting inclusive and equitable school culture stem from three key

areas, which focus on issues with schools, issues between schools and issues external to

schools (such as family issues and policy-related problems).

Inclusive leadership is paramount in the implementation of an inclusive school culture as
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it impacts so many facets of the school environment, and models the values of the school

or schools it represents. Ryan (2006) contends in order to make the world a better place,

schools need to practise inclusive leadership. However, difficulties with inclusive-friendly

leadership have been documented and have resulted in a move towards more distributed

leadership approaches rather than the traditional hierarchy approach (Ryan, 2006). Ainscow

notes that schools must acknowledge that leadership is often the responsibility of a

multitude of staff and not just a small number of individuals. For true inclusion, school

leaders must foster an inclusive school culture where responsibility for inclusion is

everyone’s business, and where an approach based on multiple leaders is encouraged.

Ultimately, moving towards more inclusive ways of operating and thinking takes time

and affects an entire school system. However, Ainscow (2020) argues that this can lead

to significant changes within schools and classrooms. Additionally, Rose (2023) also notes

that to sustain this inclusive change, schools must be respectful of those who are required

to implement the change and acknowledge the current climate and culture that exists. After

all, inclusive educational change involves dialogue and compassion towards others, but

more importantly, a changing of attitudes, actions, beliefs and behaviours, which school

leaders are in the optimal position to achieve this inclusive change.

Conclusion

The idea of creating, adapting, or changing a school culture may seem like a daunting task.

To make the shift from exclusive to inclusive is not a quick process. It cannot happen

in isolation, nor can it be forced on an unwilling participant. There are many interlocking

pieces that fit together over time and amongst many members of the community to create

a whole school with a commitment to an inclusive culture. Yet each of those cultures starts

with one step.

It has been established in this chapter that the attitudes, collaboration, knowledge, and

leadership in a school interact to create an inclusive school culture. But the question

remains where do you begin? How then does an educator contribute towards the ever

evolving concept of an inclusive school culture?

Importantly, teacher training is a key part of this process, yet many teachers feel

unprepared or lack confidence on how to effectively include the wide range of students in

their classrooms (Florian & Camedda, 2020). This is where the journey of 1,000 steps starts.

These are the steps that you begin with today. We can be motivated by the big picture of

inclusion, but it can be easy to get discouraged by the enormity of the task and choose not

to act at all. Choose to act.

Local contexts
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An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=533#h5p-49

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Consider the role that you currently play, or hope to play, in your school culture. What

is one thing that you can do to increase the level of inclusion in the school? Where is

one area that you can make a change to build a greater sense of inclusion? What is one

area that you need to know more about? What are practices that ensure sustainability

of inclusive school culture?

• How could you evaluate the effectiveness of inclusive measures in your school?

• What is the most effective way for you to address resistance to building an inclusive

school culture?

• How could you foster collaboration with all the stakeholders of your school – the

immediate local community, families and caretakers, educators, administrators, staff,

specialists, and students?

• What can you, as a student teacher or a pre-service teacher, do now to make your

school culture more inclusive?
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RESTORATIVE PRACTICE IN SCHOOLS:
IMPLEMENTING RESTORATIVE
APPROACHES TO RESOLVE CONFLICTS
AND BUILD POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS
WITHIN THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY

Andrew Campbell; Emer Byrden; Seán Gleasure; and Leah O'Toole

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=645#oembed-1

Example Case

Food for thought before we begin:

Traditional school example

Three children rush up to the teacher at the end of free-play time. All three are shouting and

pushing each other aside, clearly wanting to say something urgently. The teacher holds up her

hand and says, ‘All of you have broken the rule of no running in the corridor and no shouting.

For all of you that will mean no token earned for the next part of the day.’ With that, one child

bursts out crying, pushes another one over and says, ‘Now look what you did. I’m going to

make you pay!’ That child falls awkwardly and starts screaming. The third child runs off in the

confusion.

Now the teacher has one violent, furious child, one injured, furious child and one missing,

furious child on her hands, not to mention the other 23 children waiting for her in the

classroom.
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Does this sound familiar to you as a teacher? If so, you may be interested in this chapter.

Restorative school example

Three children rush up to the teacher at the end of free-play time. All three are shouting and

pushing each other aside, clearly wanting to say something urgently. The teacher holds up her

hand and says, ‘Ok, we all might just need to stop for a second. I can see you all want to talk

to me, I can see it’s urgent. It looks like you are all pretty upset. You know by now that my

brain can only hear one voice at a time. Do you think you could help me out? Could you all sit

with a friend while the class eats lunch? If we can all agree with this, I will chat to you all one

by one and then maybe we can work this out.’

Now the teacher still has three upset children on her hands, but the process of de-escalation

has started. The three children have something new to think about (lunch with a friend!) and

there is a clear path ahead. Any harm that has been done to relationships can now be repaired,

starting with the teacher’s conversations with each child.

Does this sound like a ridiculous dream? If so, you may be interested in this chapter.

In the examples above we see the contrast between a traditional, rules-based, reward-

and-punishment approach to solving a typical everyday problem in a school context and

a restorative approach to the same problem. The teacher in the traditional example did

nothing wrong, she followed the school’s policy: the children had broken the rules; she

administered the punishment equally and clearly. Crucially however, the children also did

not do anything wrong. They just reacted as children to a situation of asking for help, albeit

in a way that adults tend not to like or to recognise. They were met with a punishment,

because they asked in a way the teacher did not like. Thus everyone, the children and the

teacher, found themselves in a much worse situation pretty quickly. If you have worked

in a school, this type of situation is probably not new to you. Approaching the problem

restoratively asks that we, as teachers, are aware of and communicate our own needs and

feelings clearly, recognise or try to recognise the feelings and needs of students, and focus

the energy of all parties on the restoration of relationships, rather than the allocation of

blame, consequences, and punishments (Hopkins, 2011). We invite you to read on if you

would like to learn more.

Initial questions
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1. What do we mean by Restorative Practice as a way of being in schools?

2. Who are you and how do you understand yourself as a restorative teacher?

3. What does Restorative Practice look like in practice and what are the benefits for all

members of the learning community?

4. What are the common critiques of Restorative Practice? What are the common myths?

5. How can Restorative Practice foster inclusion and challenge inequalities?

Introduction to Topic

In this chapter, we will consider restorative practice (RP) in schools and think about how

to implement restorative approaches in order to build positive relationships and resolve

conflicts when they arise within the school community. In the collaborative writing process

for this chapter, we started with five foundational questions above.

These questions formed the basis of our discussions, which we then mapped onto

the chapter structure for this handbook of inclusive education. The first question will be

answered in this Introduction, the other questions will be woven through the subsequent

sections. We understand RP as a return to practices of being together in a community

that can be traced back to at least 2000 BCE (Thorsborne, 2014) – or, indeed, as old

as human history, as suggested by Zehr (2014). Much research situated in the North

American context cites First Nations people as the originators of a restorative approach,

but similar practices have been ongoing in many different cultures, which will be discussed

further on in this chapter. Within public discourse around schools, there is often a quest

for something new that will solve all the problems which arise in the classroom. While

many new interventions have been tried, research shows that groups work best at all

levels in society when value is placed on intentional relationship building (Ganotice et al.,

2022; New York Times, 2016). Classrooms are first and foremost groups, but they are

also groups which must come together day after day after day. Therefore, finding a way

of building connection and repairing the almost inevitable interpersonal hurt or harm that

arises between group members is essential.

In the broadest sense, RP represents “a broad term that encompasses an array of non-

punitive, relationship-centred approaches for addressing and avoiding harm” (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2020: 295). Fronius et al. (2019: 1) describes RP as “a growing social

movement to institutionalise non-punitive, relationship-centred approaches for avoiding and

addressing harm, responding to violations of legal and human rights, and collaboratively

solving problems.” Anfara and colleagues (2013) clarify the relationship between values and

practice with respect to RP, highlighting that restorative values serve to guide the delivery

of RP. Within schools, practising restoratively takes on a particular nuance. It is more
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than something that is done only in a specific instance of harm, it represents a way of

being throughout the whole day. Traditional punitive systems of behaviour management

and discipline in schools have borrowed heavily from the criminal justice system (Hopkins,

2011; Zehr, 2014) – perhaps, with a kinder hand. It is important to note that the context

of school requires that individual actors can continue to share each other’s space in the

aftermath of harm caused and experienced. Therefore the response to harm must address

the issue of how to repair the damaged relationship.

Structural disadvantages in traditional behaviour systems and how RP can address
them

Traditional punitive or retributive models (Burnett et al, 2015) of dealing with discipline in

schools reinforce dominant societal power structures, replicate hierarchies and structural

disadvantage, and normalise violence as just and fair (Gregory et al., 2013; Nolan &

MacRuairc, 2022). As a result, children internalise their place in the social order as one

of compliance to avoid harm, learn to repress their feelings and needs, and begin an

endless quest for approval from a significant adult irrespective of how that adult treats

them. Schools have favoured punitive, behaviourist approaches borrowing heavily from

criminal justice systems with the justification of managing behaviour and maintaining

order and discipline (Hopkins, 2011; Nolan & MacRuairc, 2022; Rogers, 2000). Within this,

the language of criminal justice prevailed (Zehr, 2014), with terms such as ‘rules,’

‘consequences,’ ‘victim,’ ‘perpetrator,’ ‘blame,’ and ‘guilt’ being prominent. As part of this,

conflict between children in schools has traditionally been resolved through the teacher’s

mediation in administering some form of consequence for a behaviour deemed to be

undesirable or problematic – with little emphasis on repairing the damage that has

occurred to the relationships between members of the community. Such disciplinary and

exclusionary approaches have been demonstrated to be ineffective and harmful, while

also being associated with racial disparities which exacerbate structural inequalities and

contribute to challenges across the lifespan. In one report citing the connections between

prisoners’ childhood and family background, on discussing school experiences, noted that

63% had been suspended or temporarily excluded, and 42% stated that they had been

permanently excluded or expelled (Williams, Papadopoulou, and Booth, 2012). In another

report, the Chief Inspector of Prisons for England and Wales found in its annual report

for 2017-2018 that 89% of detained (or ‘imprisoned’) children and young people aged

12-18 have reported being excluded from school (Perera, 2020). By contrast, research

has established that restorative schools demonstrate reductions in disciplinary disparities

with respect to racial and ethnic groups discussed above (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020;

Gregory et al., 2013; Zakszeski & Rutherford, 2021). Traditional approaches have also been

characterised as creating power imbalances between children and educators which is

detrimental to their voice and empowerment (Tyler, 2006; Zehr, 2014). As educators we

must be knowledgeable and mindful of the historical racial disparities and the impact of
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institutional racism and how it shows up in our classrooms, especially in the areas of

suspension and expulsion.

Reflection

It is important to consider whether teacher disposition could be a reinforcer of structural
disadvantage. We all have our own commitments and values that guide us. It takes some honest
reflection on the self as a teacher to answer the question of whether RP is something that we are

going to be able to engage in. This is a very important question for all of us as educators to reflect
on and be intentional about. Who we are impacts how we lead. Without this honest reflection and
self-examination, often our work in inclusion and equity becomes performative and a checked-box

approach. We believe that when you can answer those questions honestly, then you are a more
authentic and valuable member of that learning community. Oftentimes, as we engage in classroom

practices and engagement philosophies, that real knowing of self is lacking. We all come to
situations and events with our identities, lens, vantage points, cultures, values, biases and beliefs.

These all play a role in how we not only interpret incidents, but how we solve them.

By contrast to traditional approaches rooted in a mindset of ‘behaviour management,’ a

restorative approach actively seeks to intentionally resolve structural inequalities and harm

that occurs in the classroom. In our writing of this chapter, we drew on the analogy of a

whirlwind to represent the nature of this process, reflecting the multidirectional manner in

which interactions occur between members of the learning community, and the tensions

and complexities which are involved. By recognising that damage to relationships can

be intentional or unintentional, it instead focuses on the needs and feelings being

communicated in a given situation. Being restorative encourages empathy, connection and

belonging at all levels of practice. RP in schools seek to disrupt the replication of harm in

the following key ways (Thorsborne and Blood, 2013):

• Establishing shared values.

• Fostering empathy, belonging, and connection.

• Using restorative language.

• Focusing on feelings and needs rather than behaviour.

• Using restorative conversations, circles and meetings to respond to harm and repair

relationships.

Furthermore, RP can challenge inequalities and foster inclusion by creating brave spaces

with a strong sense of belonging (Campbell and Eizadirad, 2022). A brave space is one

with opportunities for students to speak up, to express their feelings, to be heard, to listen

to each other, to understand and respect differences, to make mistakes, and to correct

those mistakes. A brave space must be cultivated and sustained, and the onus is on us as

educators to do so. RP supports the creation of brave spaces by laying the groundwork for

and relentlessly practising inclusive and non-violent communication in all interactions.
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Key aspects

Situating RP as a cross-cultural ancient practice

As noted previously, the roots of RP can be traced to ancient times. It has been highlighted

that indigenous South Pacific and American cultures took an approach to conflict centred

on taking accountability for one’s responsibility in causing harm and the subsequent

reparation of the ruptured relationship (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Zakszeski &

Rutherford, 2021). Indigenous cultures from First Nations to Maori, from many African and

Aboriginal to Celtic cultures practised the fine art of sitting together peaceably to resolve

harm and repair the group so that it could continue (Grinnell College, 2022). As survival

outside of the group was not possible, banishment meant certain death. In order to survive,

one had to be prepared to make amends for harm caused and not shy away from hearing

the stories of those who were harmed. There is a curious symmetry between this and the

modern-day classroom. Expulsions from school are incredibly harmful acts that have often

lifelong impacts (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Gregory et al., 2022), and many, who are

harmed by peers or adults in school, feel that the traditional, punitive system directs its

attention to those that cause harm, and little or no attention to those who have been harmed

– their stories are less heard. RP is not an adaptation of the carceral justice system for

schools, rather it is a practice that attends to all members of the community in order to

foster belonging and strengthen community bonds.

RP as a relational, inclusive problem-solving continuum

RP in schools involves a relational approach to problem solving using a robust continuum

of processes and models (Thorsborne & Blood, 2013). Below we identify some of the

elements of this continuum which are essential to the approach. While a pattern exists

across the RP literature whereby the approach is ill-defined (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020;

Zakszeski & Rutherford, 2021), several fundamental elements consistently arise, as will be

explored:

• Each group or community ideally shares a set of core values (Hopkins, 2011) that

need to be established together. This gives the group clear direction and makes the

intention of the group visible to all. If, for example, a class group of young children

values respect, tearing up another’s work does not honour that value. The values

become the terms of reference for all interactions in the group. They are also very

useful for teachers for self-reflection (i.e., Am I showing respect? Does my action

display empathy?). These values can be established by the whole school community,

or by an individual class group, depending on the implementation plan for RP in the

school. Either way, it is imperative that all members of the group are aware of the

shared values and ideally have been given the opportunity to contribute meaningfully
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to the agreement on values.

• Restorative language, or the language of non-violence (Rosenberg, 2013), is the gold

standard for interactions. Shaming and blaming words are replaced with factual

observations and an honest request for a solution that would work for all. This

language work requires pre-teaching and practice. Ideally the teacher would be

modelling the use of restorative language throughout the day. Here are some examples

to illustrate the difference:

Blaming and shaming Restorative

Why did you kick your classmate? What happened?

I hate it when you shout. You are a
bad, angry person. You are shouting. I feel scared because I don’t feel safe.

Why are you always late? I see you have trouble getting to class on time. Is there
something we can do about that?

• Restorative circles invite members of the learning community to share information

about themselves and build a sense of community and belonging (Darling-Hammond

et al., 2020). For example, they may share their energy levels at the start of the day to

foster an awareness in the group of how everyone is that day and express something

about their interests or preferences which can forge bonds in the group. This forging of

empathy and connection is the backbone of RP.

• Restorative conversations or meetings occur when conflicts or tensions arise in

relationships between members of the learning community, as they inevitably do in all

human relationships (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Zakszeski & Rutherford, 2021).

Depending on the extent or severity of the situation a two-way conversation or a more

formal meeting are both scaffolded by the following six essential questions, which

seek to repair the damage which has occurred:

1. What happened?

2. What were you thinking at the time?

3. What have you thought about it since?

4. Who has been affected and in what way?

5. How could things have been done differently?

6. What do you think needs to happen next?

These six questions (or localised versions of them) are common to all iterations of RP in

schools. There can be variation in the order of the middle four questions, but all approaches

start and end with the same two questions. It is recommended that all six questions are

asked in this order for the practitioner starting out. As experience builds the practitioner
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listens out for answers to these questions being given without prompting. In this case,

the particular question that has been addressed is skipped. The key message is to shift

the opening question from why to what happened when harm occurs, to give all actors the

chance to tell their story via the middle four questions, and to move forward with the final

question (Restorative Practice Ireland, 2018).

Dispelling myths about RP

Letting people off the hook

The most common critique of RP is that it lets people off the hook (Anfara et al., 2013;

Darling-Hammond et al., 2020). In practice, however, when a person truly accepts and

understands that they have caused harm, intentionally or unintentionally, they usually want

to make amends and restore the relationship. If the person does not do so, the practice of

a restorative conversation or meeting can be offered to prompt them to do so, not because

they have to, but because they see the value in it. It is key that the participants are willing to

partake. Forcing someone to partake in RP totally undermines the whole process and tears

away its integrity. There is high accountability in RP. People without exception are called

to answer for their actions and to be accountable to themselves and to their community.

Accountability, responsibility, and healing are the core values of RP (Burnett et al., 2024).

Quick-fix circles

Circle work in RP can suffer from being considered an early childhood practice that has

no place as individuals progress through education. Firstly, we can learn a lot from early

childhood practice. Secondly, circles form just one part of RP. The role of the facilitator

in the circle is key. The circle needs a clear intention and willing participation, or it will

be inauthentic and it will not work. This can be a common stumbling block. A teacher

may try a circle, decide it did not work because the children did not listen, and then give

up on all aspects of RP. Circle work can only be done by invitation, and with willing

participants, otherwise it is coercion, not connection. Circle work also takes practice. The

aim of circles is to establish and live the values of community, strengthen connections, build

empathy and offer a space for true belonging. They are also a space wherein we get to

practice restorative language or nonviolent communication (Rosenberg, 2013). This is not

the language that surrounds us on the whole, certainly in Western society. We are so inured

to the harm caused by the shaming and accusatory language we use, that the restorative

language of honest feelings and needs can feel uncomfortable and unnatural at first. This

is why it is a practice and not a quick fix intervention. When we become more fluent in this

language and can communicate with each other without causing harm, we begin to talk

meaningfully about making amends and repairing relationships where harm has been done.
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A waste of time?

All practice takes time. RP takes time, but what is more important and powerful in

education than creating and cultivating an inclusive respectful classroom culture and

climate built on a sense of belonging and community? These are fundamental skills that

will impact everyday learning inside and outside of the classroom. RP is not something

to distract from the curriculum or the teaching and learning equation, but something that

will build and strengthen the teaching and learning process (Hopkins, 2011; Zakszeski

& Rutherford, 2021). Consider how much time is spent by the teacher on a daily basis

‘correcting’ and ‘referring’ behaviour issues under the punitive model, wherein only the

teacher can decide what needs to be done. Consider how much time may be freed up

for the teacher to teach by enabling children to have the confidence and skills to navigate

their own conflicts in a non-harmful way. The reality is that it will take some time for

this practice to become embedded. RP is not just fixing something, but rather building

those foundational skills needed for our students to engage effectively in their learning

community and beyond. RP brings an attitude and aptitude to the individual and to the larger

society as a whole when these aspects can be generalised beyond the classroom.

Discussion of the key aspects of RP

Despite the proliferation of RP in schools in recent years, research in the area remains

limited – albeit growing, especially in the US context (Acosta et al., 2019; Darling-Hammond

et al., 2020). As Zakszeski and Rutherford (2021: 382) note, “the ‘cart’ appears to be before

the ‘horse’ when it comes to research on school-based restorative practices,” whereby

limited research exists evidencing the effectiveness of the approach despite its growing

prominence. In spite of this practice-to-research gap, however, the extant literature

demonstrates a range of benefits associated with RP, including improved school climate,

gains in children’s social/emotional skills, improvements in children’s behaviour, reductions

in punitive disciplinary practices, and greater levels of academic engagement (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2020; Gregory et al., 2013; Zakszeski & Rutherford, 2021). Some evidence

also exists of reductions in bullying incidents, improved child attendance, and gains in

children’s academic performance in schools which take a restorative approach (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2020; Gregory et al., 2022). Notably, research has also established that

restorative schools demonstrate slight reductions in disciplinary disparities with respect to

racial and ethnic groups discussed above (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020; Gregory et al.,

2013; Zakszeski & Rutherford, 2021). Importantly, as well as building a strong sense of

community and belonging which lessens the likelihood of conflict, the restorative approach

supports all members of the learning community to demonstrate accountability for their

actions, for their role in conflict in relationships, and for their responsibility to take measures

to repair any damage that has occurred.

While one teacher alone can make a difference by using RP, another teacher may realise
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that something interesting is happening in a particular class and the practice can grow

from there. Ideally, however, a whole-school approach with strong support from the school

management team is preferable. An individual teacher who is working in a school that

does not support RP still retains the choice of how to interact with students. As a sole

practitioner in an unsupportive structure, it is important not to become despondent. If you

are aware that a system is harmful, consider to what extent you are going to replicate that

harm for the sake of keeping your job. Choosing the words that you speak and the nature of

interactions for the day-to-day operation of the classroom remains in the gift of the teacher.

The individual teacher may not be able to change a punitive system, but they do get to

choose what words are spoken by them as a teacher. The act of showing another way of

being to students is nonetheless powerful.

It has been argued however, that RP is most effective when it constitutes a

comprehensive change in the overall philosophy and culture of a school, altering the shared

assumptions, values, and beliefs among stakeholders (Gregory & Evans, 2020; Zakszeski

& Rutherford, 2021). Such an approach typically involves the training of all children and

school personnel, thereby supporting intentionality and whole-school commitment (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2020). However, Zakszeski and Rutherford (2021) caution against such a

‘train-and-hope’ approach to professional development with respect to RP, questioning the

fidelity of all educators in a school to the principles of the approach. In this regard, it is also

important to note that the integration of RP into the philosophy and practices of a given

school will vary in correspondence with the size of the institution (Sumner et al., 2010),

with research highlighting that it may take up to five years to become embedded (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2020; Gregory et al., 2022).

In summary, a restorative approach is best represented not as an optional menu of

practices for teachers and schools, but as a philosophy embedded within the culture of a

school and members of the school community, consisting of a number of key ingredients

based on shared values and restorative language. The restorative circles are an essential

element in building community, respect, and belonging. Importantly, they serve to lessen

the likelihood of conflict between members of the learning community and damage to

the relationships which they share. Restorative conversations and meetings – depending

on the extent of circumstances or situation – crucially avoid the language of judgement,

criminal justice, and violence. Instead, they scaffold the repair of any damage that has

occurred between members of the learning community. This is not something that can be

implemented tokenistically or without clear intentionality – it flourishes with meaningful

commitment and buy-in from all members of the learning community. It represents a

profound shift and invaluable opportunity in how we understand relationships in schools.

Local contexts
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An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=645#h5p-34

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

To conclude this chapter, we share a series of questions for teachers who may be considering

implementing a restorative approach in their work, or who are already doing so. These

questions are a prompt and a provocation that will hopefully foster curiosity about the

benefits to RP in schools.

1. What training and support do you need to effectively implement restorative approaches

to resolving conflicts within the school setting?

2. What resources and infrastructure will you need to support the implementation of

restorative approaches, including space for restorative circles or meetings, dedicated

staff time, and ongoing professional development?

3. How can you educate your school community on the principles and benefits of RP to

ensure buy-in and support for the implementation process?

4. What criteria will be used to determine when restorative approaches are

appropriate? Is there a time when they would not be appropriate?
5. How can the effectiveness of RP be measured and evaluated? What strategies will be

put in place to continually improve and refine the process?

6. How will you encourage collaboration and teamwork among students to build a sense

of community and belonging?

7. How will you work intentionally to cultivate and create a braver and safer environment

where individuals feel comfortable expressing themselves and share their thoughts and

feelings?

8. How will you work at recognising and celebrating diversity within your school

community, honouring the unique backgrounds, and experiences of all individuals?
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INCLUSIVE CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT
Cynthy K. Haihambo; Penny H.C. Dinh; Jane O'Toole; Lisa Marie Rosen; and
Nika Maglaperidze

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=631#oembed-1

Example Case

“Countries around the globe have different ways of curriculum-making for their school and

higher education. In some countries, school curricula are a responsibility of committees, mostly

composed of staff in the departments responsible for education. Although there could be some

form of consultation with teachers, parents, and communities, the final curriculum is often

centralised, and the power lies in the hands of the departments of education.

In Namibia, the prescribed or planned curriculum is mainly the responsibility of the ministry

which is responsible for basic education. Basic education in Namibia is from Grade zero/ pre-

primary education which is normally at the age of 6 to Grade 10, which is normally when the

child is 16 years of age. This Ministry would appoint various working groups consisting of

the Ministry of Education, Arts and Culture officials, subject experts and teachers serving on

subject panel committees hosted by the National Institute of Education Development. These

working groups hold regional consultations with community members, which often assume the

form of meetings held at specified venues in the communities. Often, members of communities

do not view themselves as stakeholders in curriculum making and thus do not attend. A classic

example is that of the latest basic education curriculum in Namibia which was implemented in

2014. Many parents and community members started to complain about the curriculum when it

reached Grade 10 and Grade 11 level, and according to the new curriculum, not all students can

proceed to Grade 12 Advanced Subsidiary Level. Many parents and community members were

1396 | INCLUSIVE CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT



taken by surprise because they never attended those meetings, and neither could the majority

remember having been invited to these meetings. This demonstrated a gap in the process of

curriculum-making as well as in communities’ agency to participate and inform the curriculum

rather than taking the position of receivers of the curriculum.

The Higher Education planned curriculum-making in Namibia involves a more clearly defined

process, guided by the Namibia Qualification Authority’s framework. At the beginning of the

process, the higher education institutes establish curriculum review committees, which

evaluate the current programmes and propose curricula transformation or review. Once these

committees have drafted the proposed programmes, they share them with their stakeholders,

who include but are not limited to other higher education organisations, government offices,

civil society organisations, current and former students and communities. This process rarely

includes students and parents. Their voices become secondary as they are represented by

teachers and other adults who use an authoritarian lens (Freire, 1968) which deprives them of

their democratic role to influence curriculum making through a process of co-production (Reed

et al, 2023).

In addition to the planned curriculum from pre-primary to higher education, the lived curriculum

plays out in the day-to-day interactions in schools, classrooms, playgrounds, cafeteria, and in

communities. These are the lenses through which we see whether the curriculum is inclusive to

the needs of a wide array of learners or not, and what role the stakeholders could play in making

the curriculum suit their context while forging acceptance, belongingness, participation and

achievement (Ainscow, 2016) across a diverse group of learners, teachers and communities.”

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What is the curriculum and how does it come about?

2. What is curriculum-making?

3. What does ‘inclusive’ mean in inclusive curriculum-making?

4. What is inclusive curriculum-making? And what is not?

5. What does inclusive curriculum-making mean in relation to the assessed curriculum?

6. What are the constraints educators are experiencing in relation to the enactment of
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inclusive curriculum-making?

7. How might educators/ teachers/ learning communities respond to these constraints?

Introduction to Topic

This Chapter discusses the meaning of the concepts: curriculum, curriculum-making and

inclusive curriculum making.

What is the curriculum, and why do we need it?

The term curriculum is many things to many people (Aoki, 1984: 94)

As the quote above by the prominent curriculum scholar Ted Aoki suggests, the term

“curriculum” holds diverse meanings, and a universal definition remains elusive – nor would

such a definition be desirable given the complex nature of educational practice. Tracing the

etymological roots of “curriculum” reveals its Latin origins in the word currere, meaning “to

run the course” or “the running of the course” (Oxford English Dictionary). This etymological

foundation offers an important conceptual starting point for understanding the curriculum’s

fluid nature. While the traditional notion of curriculum in English and Anglo-American

contexts acquired mainly organisational attributes, concerned with objectives/outcomes,

vertical and horizontal integration, scope and sequence, subject content, and units

(Clandinin and Connelly, 1992; Westbury, 2000;), the concept of currere reintroduces the

importance of personal and subjective experience in education. We believe that this

approach is crucial for inclusive curriculum making, as it recognises the diverse

experiences of students and teachers alike and emphasises reflection and dialogue, key to

creating a curriculum that is responsive to all. This helps us understand that curriculum

is not just about what we plan to teach, it is about how students and teachers experience

learning together (Pinar, 2019).

Before examining inclusive curriculum-making in detail, this chapter first explores the

diverse conceptualisations of curriculum and the critical distinction between curriculum

development and curriculum-making—a shift that positions teachers as active agents rather

than passive ‘implementers.’ Through analysing various curriculum types and

reconceptualising inclusivity beyond mere integration, we examine the potentialities and

constraints of curriculum-making in addressing educational inequities. The chapter

progresses from theoretical frameworks through practical implementations, culminating in

strategies for organising collective action towards more democratic educational practices.

Building upon this understanding of curriculum as lived experience, curriculum scholar

Ted Aoki suggests the curriculum takes on various dimensions that reflect the complexity
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of the educational process. We shall briefly cover these dimensions, with a focus on the

enacted curriculum, which is central to inclusive curriculum-making.

Curriculum conceptualisations can be categorised under two broader categories: narrow

and expansive. Narrow definitions, aligned with strict constructionist views, see the

curriculum as a structured course of study with a specific scope and sequence. Expansive

definitions, aligned with life experientialist views, consider the curriculum as a subjective

and all-encompassing experience, shaped by the feelings, perceptions, and attitudes of

individuals and groups (Ellis, 2014). This expansive view aligns closely with the concept

of currere, emphasising the curriculum as a lived experience, continuously reconstructed

through individual reflection and dialogue.

Under narrow definitions, we can group the planned curriculum (Porter, 2012), which

encompasses the outcomes and understandings that teachers aim to achieve with their

students. The taught curriculum (Glatthorn et al., 2019) refers to the way content is taught

by teachers, often at the discretion of the individual teacher and regardless of its alignment

with the planned curriculum. The assessed curriculum (Porter, 2012) captures the aspects

of learning evaluated through diagnostic, formative, and summative assessment strategies,

while the learned curriculum (ibid.) denotes what students genuinely absorb from their

educational experiences.

Under expansive definitions, we can group the lived curriculum (Aoki et al., 2005), which

reveals the unpredictable and complex manner in which the planned curriculum emerges

within the classroom environment. The hidden curriculum (Jackson, 1990; Willis, 1997)

consists of the implicit lessons imparted through the routines of school life, such as

unacknowledged assumptions, tracking systems, and community discourse about schools.

The null curriculum (Flinders et al., 1986) highlights the implications of omitting significant

topics from the school curriculum. The experienced curriculum (Connelly and Clandinin,

1988; Dewey, 1928) represents holistic learning derived from a student’s interactions with

people, materials, and the social and emotional climate they encounter throughout their

education. Finally, the enacted curriculum (Snyder et al., 1992; Zumwalt, 1988) refers to the

educational experiences co-constructed by students and teachers, drawing on externally

mandated materials and strategies but adapted to fit the teachers’ backgrounds and the

specific cultural and structural contexts of the classroom. As Popkewitz, Tabachnick, and

Wehlage (1982) note, curriculum enactment isn’t just about transmitting knowledge but

about understanding how “schooling modifies unanticipated and unintended

consequences” shaped by ideology and context. This view highlights the teacher’s active

role in continuously building educational experiences with students in a dynamic, interactive

way. It has to be noted that while expansive definitions aim to include diverse student

experiences, they can still perpetuate exclusion. As Nind (2005) argues, inclusive education

requires more than adopting an inclusive mindset – it demands a dynamic, co-constructed

curriculum that challenges entrenched power structures (more on this below).

As we can see, there are a multitude of definitions and conceptions around the
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curriculum, making it difficult to find a universal definition. However, Glatthorn et al. (2012)

provide a framework that can be argued to be encompassing. This framework serves

as a blueprint for educational experiences, articulated in documents that guide teaching

practices and influence the dynamics of learning experiences. They emphasise the complex

nature of education, which includes both the intended plans and the diverse ways in which

these plans are experienced and interpreted by students within various educational

settings.

Inclusive curriculum making happens across various sites, not just in schools or

ministries, but also through the work of organisations such as the Organisation for

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), United National Educational, Scientific

and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), and the World Bank at the supra level, where

transnational policies are shaped. Some of these bodies, like UNESCO, United Nations

Children’s Fund (UNICEF), Global Partnership for Education (GPE) have a stronger focus on

inclusive education, and actively promote it through international guidelines, frameworks,

programmes and projects. At the meso-level, NGOs or government semi-autonomous

agencies often work directly with schools and governments to ensure marginalised groups

are included in educational policy. This broad range of actors reflects how inclusive

curriculum making is a complex social practice, involving distinct roles, and priorities

across different sites of curriculum making (Priestley et al., 2021).

Overall, the curriculum can be said to consist of three aspects. First, curriculum as a

social practice, as it is something participated in and enacted by practitioners and other

actors working collaboratively; second, it is something that happens across and within

multiple sites of education systems, for instance, schools, local municipalities, NGOs, and

policymakers. The third dimension concerns the structuring, sequencing, and selecting

teaching content and approaches, integrating curricula, resources, and pedagogical

methods to create a cohesive and inclusive learning experience for all students (ibid.).

1

2

1. For more comprehensive overviews of curriculum conceptualisations, the reader is advised to refer to Ellis (2014), Jung

and Pinar (2016) and Short (2023).

2. However, it has to be added that different cultures have conceptualised curriculum in diverse ways, shaped by varying

educational philosophies, societal values, and historical contexts. For more, refer to Paraskeva (2021), and Eppert & Wang,

(2008).
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Key aspects

The Centrality of the Teacher in Inclusive Curriculum Making

Our approach deliberately steers away from a static conception of curriculum that envisions

teachers as ‘passive conduits implementing…somebody else’s curriculum product’

(Priestley et al., 2021: 2). Instead, we recognise the central role of teachers as agentic

actors in the complex process of inclusive curriculum making. This perspective aligns

with Clandinin and Connelly’s (1992: 323) view of the ‘teacher as the integral part of

the curriculum constructed and enacted in classrooms,’ acknowledging that every school

is ‘unique and that curricular needs are…largely idiosyncratic’ (Kelly, 2009: 9). However,

it is crucial to understand that teacher agency in inclusive settings is not merely about

individualautonomy. As Pantić (2017) argues, teacher agency is deeply embedded in socio-

cultural and institutional contexts. Teachers navigate complex networks of power relations,

policy mandates, and diverse student needs, which both enable and constrain their agency

(Biesta et al., 2015). In the context of inclusive education, this agency becomes even more

intricate, requiring teachers to move beyond thinking about ‘most’ and ‘some’ students to

considering ‘all’ students (Florian & Spratt, 2013).

The professional knowledge informing teachers’ judgments in inclusive curriculum

making extends beyond traditional pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1987). It

encompasses what Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) term “inclusive pedagogical

knowledge,” which includes not only subject matter expertise but also an understanding of

how to create learning opportunities accessible to all students, regardless of their perceived

differences. Moreover, the concept of “funds of knowledge” (Moll et al., 1992) highlights

how teachers in inclusive settings need to recognise and leverage the diverse cultural and

linguistic resources that students bring to the classroom.

Collaborative curriculum making is central to inclusive practice. This involves not just

collaboration among teachers but also with students, families, and community members

(Artiles & Kozleski, 2016). Such collaboration challenges traditional power dynamics and

aligns with the principles of democratic education (Apple & Beane, 2007).

By implication, we’re steering away from a conception of curriculum that views education

as guiding learners towards specific, predefined goals or outcomes. Traditional education,

often seen as socialising and normalising individuals to fit into an existing framework of

values and norms, can be problematic for inclusion. This ends-oriented model promotes

certain interests and values at the expense of others, potentially marginalising those who

do not conform to these predefined outcomes (Biesta, 2009; Osberg & Biesta, 2010; Slee &

Allan, 2001).

Instead, we embrace a complex definition of education that rejects the notion of

predefined educational ends. In this chapter, we outline a conception of an inclusive

curriculum that is fundamentally open-ended and focuses on creating openings rather
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than reaching closures. Judgments about what emerges from the educational process

are made collaboratively and continuously, supporting a democratic space where diverse

possibilities are critically assessed (Osberg & Biesta, 2010). This approach has significant

implications for teacher education and professional development. Preparing teachers for

inclusive curriculum making requires a shift from transmissive models of teacher education

to more reflexivity (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). This includes developing critical

consciousness about the issues of power, privilege, and oppression in education (Gorski,

2009).

Recognising the centrality of teachers in inclusive curriculum making means

acknowledging their role not just as implementers, but as key agents in a complex,

collaborative, and continuously evolving process. This perspective allows for the

continuous renewal of ways of being-in-the-world-with-others, making education an

adaptive and inclusive practice rather than a rigid, goal-oriented process. It challenges us

to rethink not only how we conceptualise curriculum but also how we prepare and support

teachers in their critical role of fostering inclusive educational environments.

Reflection activity

Think about what you learn in school, college or university. What or who determines what

you learn? Do you think that what you learn and how you learn it is important to you and your

peers? How different would you like to see it? For example, do you think teachers, parents,

learners and community members should participate in the curriculum-making process? If

yes, why and how? Discuss the answers with your peers. You can also get the opinion of any

of your lecturers.

What does ‘inclusive’ mean in inclusive curriculum-making?

As highlighted above, in this chapter, we are attempting to move away from a narrow and

deterministic conception of curriculum making where teachers are seen as mere conduits

of the mandated curriculum that has to be ‘delivered’ or ‘implemented’ in the classroom.

We think that this kind of conception of curriculum making would also have implications

as to what we mean by ‘inclusive’. Osberg and Biesta (2010) argue that curriculum and

curriculum making are crucial to inclusive education because the curriculum guides the

educational process. Traditional, deterministic views impose predefined norms, and this

can limit inclusivity by excluding those who do not or cannot conform to these expectations.

Such an understanding implies that people can only be included in a set of norms defined in

advance by those who are already ‘on the inside’ who have decided what it is that is ‘normal.’
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This critique of normative inclusion finds theoretical resonance in Rancière’s (1995)

conceptualisation of democracy as inherently sporadic and disruptive. He argues that

true democracy occurs in specific moments of disruption that challenge the established

order, and these disruptions often come from outside the existing structures. Rancière

helps us to see that we should understand democratic inclusion not in terms of adding

more people to the existing order, but rather as a process that necessarily involves the

transformation of that order itself. As long as we restrict our inclusive efforts to those who

are known to be excluded, we only operate within the existing order (ibid.). This perspective

suggests that achieving inclusivity in education requires similar external disruptions to

challenge and transform entrenched norms and practices from the outside in. Through

this reconceptualisation, we move beyond approaches to democratic inclusion that remain

embedded within colonial frameworks of thought. Such frameworks perpetuate the

imposition of predefined norms and hierarchies that systematically exclude diverse

perspectives and lived experiences from educational spaces. The criticisms highlighted

by Slee and Allan (2001) further emphasise that inclusive education has often been

misappropriated by traditional special education paradigms, leading to further exclusion

rather than genuine inclusivity. The current policy context, characterised by neoliberalism,

marketisation, and standardised testing, often reinforces exclusionary practices. To

genuinely achieve inclusive education, it is necessary to move beyond these traditional

models to ensure that the curriculum is open to (or indeed inclusive of) transformations and

disruptions that challenge existing power structures and knowledge hierarchies.

Defining inclusive curriculum-making is not straightforward given the various

interpretations of the concept of curriculum-making, and the broad remit of the principle of

inclusion both itself and in relation to curriculum-making specifically. Inclusive education

can be defined as an education system and process whereby “all children in the same

classrooms in the same schools” (UNICEF, 2024) learn, and where real opportunities for

learners who have been previously excluded are provided (UNICEF, 2024). All learners

include not only children with additional needs, but also speakers of minority languages

and learners from diverse cultural backgrounds (UNICEF, 2024). Inclusive systems respect

and value the contributions that learners from all backgrounds bring to the classroom and

enable diverse groups “side by side to the benefit of all” (ibid).

An inclusive school, for example, may be defined as “a place where everyone belongs, is

accepted, supports, and is supported by his/her peers and other members of the school

community in the course of having his/her educational needs met” (Johnson, 2020: 115). At

school level, a central challenge is how to build and maintain a bridge between the principle

of inclusion and practices related to individual pupils as partners in a joint class or group.

UNESCO identify curricula as the “central means for enacting the principles of inclusion

and equity” (2017: 19) which underlines the importance of both mandated curricula, and

the process of enacting curricula by educators in terms of an avenue, process and means

of prioritising inclusive practice on many levels. Johnson (2020) explores the concept a
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curricular approach to inclusive practice at institutional level, and identifies seven key areas

of a curricular approach: (i) the pupil/s, (ii) educational intentions, (iii) educational content,

(iv) methods and organisation, (v) assessment, (vi) communication and (vii) care, all of

which are framed by the school’s own context (Johnson, 2020: 123) These seven aspects

are concerned with the school’s inner activities; and represent the teaching-learning context

and processes on a micro level, and are representative of a ‘bottom-up’ approach whereby

students and their curricula are the central focus of the educators serving the school

community (Johnsen, 2020). In terms of making the curriculum accessible to all, adaptation

of curricula to meet the needs of individual learners which represents an established

school-level approach internationally. It is argued that the cornerstone of inclusive practices

at school level is based on “making, implementing and continuously revising individual

educational curricula” (Johnsen, 2020: 119).

What is inclusive curriculum-making? And what is not?

Teaching is a political act. What is included in and excluded from what is taught in the

classroom? And who gets to make the decisions around this?

The exclusion of Black History, the history of Africa, the Caribbean, and their diasporas,

from the mainstream curriculum of the Global North is a clear example of a systematically

exclusionary curriculum. This exclusionary practice in curriculum settings has been

documented in several countries. For example, in 2020, in Wales, a curriculum working

group set up by the government found…

“no clear evidence on the extent to which existing school curricula address issues of

race and diversity (or indeed any other specific issue or theme) within history or any other

subject.”

And additionally,…

“There are major gaps in the available resources which support the teaching of Black,

Asian and Minority Ethnic themes across the curriculum. A review of Hwb identified only

eleven resources with a black history focus, and the majority of these are considered by the

Group to be outdated, lacking in supporting material for teachers, and of little relevance to

Wales.”

(Welsh Government, 2020)

Similar to the History curriculum, the lack of inclusivity has also been demonstrated in

other subjects. Research into the English Literature curriculum at UK secondary schools

by Lit in Colour (a collaboration between the publisher Penguin Random House and the

think tank Runnymede Trust) found that an overwhelming 82% of children surveyed did

not recall ever studying a text by a Black, Asian or minority ethnic author (Elliot et al.,

2021). Runnymede’s research into the secondary level curricula of art-based subjects at UK

schools found a similar pattern:
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• – “[…] Work by white artists represents 89.2 percent of mentions whereas work by

minority ethnic artists represents only 10.8 per cent.

• – […] Named white artists make up 91.6 percent (1,371 mentions) of all exam board

mentions but minority ethnic artists only 8.4 percent (125 mentions).

• – Only 2.3 percent of references to named, stand-alone artists are from Black or South

Asian backgrounds, this is made up of 0.74 percent South Asian (11 mentions) and

1.54 percent Black (23 mentions) artists” (Begum, 2024).

These examples of the exclusion of topics within history, and the lack of diverse authors

and artists taught at schools in the UK have led to urgent calls for the decolonisation of the

curriculum. In its “Framework for developing an anti-racist approach” (2022), the National

Education Union (UK) defines decolonisation as follows:

What does ‘decolonising education’ mean?

Decolonising is a way of thinking that interrogates how colonisation shapes the way we

think, our education system and the curriculum. The legacy and ongoing impact of the ideas

that shaped colonisation and the actions of the British Empire contribute to contemporary

racial inequalities. Discussions about decolonising education is one essential step to

developing anti-racist educational spaces. Understanding the context for today’s

immigration debates is impossible without understanding that large numbers of people who

came to the UK did not actually come as migrants; they came from colonies and former

colonies as citizens. A representative and relevant education system should reflect Black

children’s histories, achievements, culture and politics. All children deserve to see

themselves reflected in their books, schools and communities and to achieve this we must

rethink both curriculum and assessment. (NEU, 2022)

Writing in the Higher Education context, Leon Moosavi argues that “decolonising” the

curriculum or creating a more inclusive curriculum is often understood as “trying to address

the Western Centrism of teaching content by incorporating perspectives that have often

been excluded because of coloniality” (Moosavi, 2023).

However, is this act of “diversifying” the curriculum with marginalised perspectives

adequate in creating a truly inclusive curriculum? What happens when we simply add one

or two lessons about Africa to the syllabus, leaving the entire syllabus unchanged? What if

a school introduces a Black History Month where students learn and celebrate the history

of Africa and its diasporas, with the rest of the year’s lesson plans remaining unchanged?

Moosavi (2023) further argues, “While a mere diversification does not necessitate a
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decolonial shift, introducing students to scholars, theories, topics, solutions, case studies,

or concepts that have been relegated to the periphery due to coloniality is a common

approach to decolonising the curriculum.”

Indeed, while initiatives such as Black History Month can be helpful, tokenistic additions

to an otherwise exclusionary curriculum does not make the curriculum inclusive. An

inclusive curriculum is where the inclusion of marginalised knowledge and people are

integral to the curriculum as day-to-day practice. If the history of Africa, Asia, and elsewhere

beyond Europe is included in the curriculum as normal practice, if historical figures of

Black, Asian, and Indigenous heritages are frequently introduced to learners all year round,

tokenistic initiatives such as Black History Month would become redundant. These

initiatives would not be needed without the systemic exclusion of marginalised voices and

knowledge from the mainstream curriculum.

A truly inclusive curriculum also goes beyond diversification of topics and historical

figures introduced to learners. Writing about the under coverage of race and racial diversity

in the secondary school curriculum in England, Remi Joseph-Salsbury argues:

“Under a reorientation of values, schools would begin to move beyond the (important)

racial diversification of school curricula, towards the implementation of an anti-racist

curriculum. […]

An anti-racist curriculum would involve showing how the history of modernity is shaped

by racism, coloniality and white supremacy. So, while diversity might stop at the inclusion

of BME people, anti-racism would urge learners to look at the socio-political context of BME

people in relation to white people…” (Joseph-Salisbury, 2020)

The same argument can be made for the discussion of other marginalised identities,

and other systems of oppression in the curriculum. For example, in addition to introducing

female scientists to learners, a truly inclusive science curriculum would also invite learners

to critique why women are often excluded from science in the first place and explore

consequences of the exclusion of women in scientific and medical research.

Making an inclusive curriculum requires the teacher to critically challenge and debunk

dominant narratives in the curriculum, which cannot be done through adding marginalised

voices to the curriculum alone. Writing about state-making propaganda in education in the

Australian contexts, Arathi Sriprakash and colleagues argue:

“[The pedagogy of the state] brings certain histories into the present in order to secure

particular futures. This pedagogical work can take multiple forms, […] in the messages

relayed through public holidays and memorialisation, in public images and narratives, and

in commemorations of national ‘leaders’ and dates of the past. These enter into education

curricula and systems.”

In a truly inclusive curriculum, the teacher or educator would not just present propagandic

narratives that glorify empires alongside a handful of marginalised voices. They would go

further by recognising and critiquing the problematic nature of the dominant narrative in the

curriculum.
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Black Feminists such as Patricia Hill Collins have attributed exclusionary biases in the

knowledge that is produced, legitimised, and taught in the curriculum, to the exclusion of

marginalised and minoritised people in academic institutions. Writing in the US contexts,

Hill Collins argues,

“Because elite White men control Western structures of knowledge validation, their

interests pervade the themes, paradigms, and epistemologies of traditional scholarship. As

a result, U.S. Black women’s experiences as well as those of women of African descent

transnationally have been routinely distorted within or excluded from what counts as

knowledge.”

(Hill Collins, 2014: 251)

Inclusive curriculum-making requires the teacher or educator to have an awareness

of historical, social, and political contexts that produces and reproduces suppression of

marginalised knowledge. Thus, one strategy for inclusive curriculum making is the

involvement of and consultation with a broad range of stakeholders, including learners and

their wider community. An inclusive curriculum recognises the credibility and importance

of learners and their wider community in shaping knowledge, in deciding what’s important

enough to be taught in the classroom.

What does inclusive curriculum-making mean in relation to the assessed
curriculum?

The implementation of “child-, disability-, and gender-sensitive” and for “providing safe, non-

violent, inclusive and effective learning environments” (UNESCO 2017: foreword) has been

defined as the 4th Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) and taken up in national, local and

institutional policies. This is just one example of how the goal of inclusion is promoted

through educational policies worldwide. On the one hand, the planned curriculum defined in

national policy frameworks is only a single element that shapes the students’ experiences

– teacher skills and attitudes, infrastructure, pedagogical strategies and many more factors

are also relevant in forming the co-constructive classroom experience (cf. UNESCO 2017:

13, see above). At the same time, both the way in which a curriculum is constructed and its

interactive implementation in the classroom are powerful processes that can have a serious

impact on the culture of learning and learners’ opportunities.

Bearing in mind the knowledge-forming dimension of curricula (see above), it makes

sense to explore the differences between the assessed curriculum (examination (results)),

grades and other documents that are supposed to quantify and document learning’

progress) and the inclusive curriculum (encompassing the dimension of in- and exclusion

unfolds in relation to the lived experiences, which emerge from within, between and beyond

school institutions (see above, Ainscow 2016: 148ff.)) a little further.

From a theoretical point of view, a key dimension of the inclusive variant of the curriculum
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may be defined as an achieved reflection of the written curriculum with regard to the

diversity within the student body as well as contextual factors (ibid.).

Regarding curriculum making, as the example of decolonisation (see above) shows,

inclusivity can only be triggered if the dominant discourse inscribed in curricula and

teaching and learning patterns is exposed. Hence, there is a need to overcome existing

hierarchies in collaborative practices. According to Baron (2018: 340), a circular and

recursive mutual exchange may allow for ongoing self-critical and bias-sensitive

examination of in- and exclusion dynamics at all (micro-, meso-, macro-) levels, based on

trust and understanding:

“Since a conversation is not one-sided, there should not be a dominant discourse. Variety

and mutual learning are valued as the curriculum and understandings surrounding the

curriculum are embraced and adjusted by other worldviews” (Baron 2018: 334).

To build anti-hierarchic, “heterarchical” relations (Baron, 2018), teachers may look for

significant others in their professional environments on policy, practice and relevant

intermediate levels to share, exchange, discuss and adjust ideas on how to make the

curriculum inclusive as communities of practice (or professional learning communities).

These professional or learning communities can seek to exchange their ideas with other

groups and stakeholders in feedback-loops and, in a best-case scenario, establish a

dialogical exchange between students, teachers, management and policy makers. In the

sense of co-construction of agency as a highly, “situated achievement” (Priestley, Biesta &

Robinson, 2014: 151), curriculum making can be carried out as an iterative, co-constructive

process between teachers and pupils that can unfold and adapt in a continuous and circular

way. In addition, a relational exchange can be installed at the institutional level (ibid.: 157)

to promote professionalisation and further training.

With regard to curriculum enactment, the objective of critical agency, would avoid seeking

a universal formula for the design or implementation of an inclusive curriculum. Regarding

the objective of avoiding tokenistic addictions to a curriculum (but seek for a reorientation

of values instead). As an alternative, a critical agency can be built by accounting for the

high dependency on contextual conditions from which grades and learning outputs emerge.

A democratic and participatory process of co-construction and reflection on forms of in-

and exclusion that are caused or reinforced by the existing curriculum in the medium

to long term can enable teachers to take the experiences of diverse learners and their

learning needs into account. Hence, general teaching tools and standardised approaches

should be reflected regarding their in- and exclusionary potential within a particular setting

based on engagement with the students’ experiences. To do so, it is also necessary that

teachers are given the opportunity to learn about their own potentials and limits regarding

their experiences and knowledge about structural barriers and their ability to problematise

existing forms of exclusion in the individual setting.

In addition, inclusive enactment of curricula may require the adjustment of standardised

assessment tools or even working with alternative approaches, such as interviews and
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conversations, self-evaluation, logbook or diary, portfolios, etc. (Johnsen 2020: 131-2). Such

individualised assessment techniques can support continuous adaptation of curriculum

enactment to changing requirements in the classroom. Also, this might allow schools to

start moving beyond the (important) racial diversification of school curricula, as criticised

above, and thus feed back into the process of curriculum making as a form of participatory

knowledge.

Regarding limits and potentials, it should be noted that many schools include the

requirement to realise inclusion in their mission statements without providing support

structures for teachers to put this claim into practice. Hence, the distinction between

the assessed and inclusive curriculum may be diluted and developing inclusive and

participatory routines may be left to the individual teachers. Responsibilitisation, however,

is not the same as critical teacher agency. In responsibilisation, teachers are given sole

responsibility for implementing the curriculum, thereby ignoring the institutional setting as a

basic condition and the exclusionary structures that exist within it. This may lead to the fact

that implementing a given curriculum in a non-exclusive way can be particularly challenging

for teachers, while at the same time being put under high pressure to “perform” as in present

good examination outcomes.

“Agency ,[…] is not to be understood as something that people can have; it is something

that people do. It denotes ‘quality’ of the engagement of actors with temporal-relational

contexts-for-action, not a quality of the actors themselves” (Priestley, Biesta & Robinson

2014: 150).

It is thus crucial to account for the difference between the inclusive and assessed

curriculum to analyse inner and contextual constraints and opportunities to adjust

pedagogical routines to make them more inclusive. Critical teacher agency would account

for the inclusive curriculum dimension in a way that respects aspects of participation,

which “relates to the quality of their experiences whilst they are there and, therefore, must

incorporate the views of the learners themselves” (Ainscow 2016: 147). From a critical

teacher agency point of view, “’achievement’ is about the outcomes of learning across the

curriculum, not merely test or examination results“ (ibid.). It is useful for teachers to develop

strategies and techniques to review the assessed curriculum for the potential of exclusion

and make adjustments where necessary to move closer to an inclusive curriculum. The aim

of such an approach would be to engage in a critical and practical agency, based on both

the learners’ needs and contextual requirements.

What are the constraints educators experience in relation to the enactment
of inclusive curriculum-making?

It is recommended to readily identify barriers to inclusion (Ainscow, 2020) as a proactive

strategy to inform how educators and education systems can seek to address such

constraints.
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• The growth of neoliberalism at government level globally which in turn influences

(inclusive) education policy.

• Curriculum overload- the weight of content and business of teaching schedule detracts

from creating space to discuss and critically analyse mandated curricula at school

level and explore philosophical stances such as the development of inclusive practices.

In most cases, school and higher education curricula are subjected to examination-

oriented assessment systems that overlook actual skills and competencies. The

unfortunate outcomes of this are that educators are pushed to tick off these academic

targets and, in the process, miss out on the actual humanity goals. In the delivery

of the curriculum, a lot of time is spent on “learning to pass” rather than “learning

to be.” Learners’ needs might not be identified or there is limited time to develop

support strategies that could serve as support for a variety of learning needs. The

learning experiences of these learners could be marked with loss of identity, bullying

and marginalisation. These are the opposite of an ideal inclusive curriculum in which

every role-player should thrive (Ainscow, 2016).

• Lack of access to and provision of continued professional development in relation to

inclusive curriculum-making.

• Lack of clarity, trust and support between education partners regarding the enactment

of policy at school/ institution level.

Organising for inclusive curriculum-making

This chapter has provided some suggestions for teachers to implement inclusive

curriculum-making at the classroom level while also acknowledging the challenges and

constraints of implementing an inclusive curriculum. One way to overcome some of these

challenges is through organising and campaigning with other teachers and educators, as

well as the wider community outside of educational establishments.

Writing in the context of HE, Moosavi (2023) reflected on his experience of implementing

a decolonial curriculum for his module and expressed regrets over the missed opportunities

in encouraging colleagues in the broader programme to examine their curriculum and

pedagogy. He writes, “[I]f students only experience a decolonised curriculum in a small part

of their overall studies, we may still be complicit in being part of an educational programme

that is Western-centric and that we have not done enough to subvert.”

Additionally, Abu Moghli and Kadiwal (2021) have argued for the importance of

institutional changes in the power structure of educational institutions, that individual

inclusive curriculum practices alone cannot take place in a vacuum, detached from other

symptoms of an exclusionary education system. Similarly argued by Moosavi (2023), “even

better than recruiting one’s colleagues to engage in academic decolonisation, it may be

better to lobby one’s university for institutional changes in implementing academic

decolonisation at a more strategic level.”

1410 | INCLUSIVE CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT



Historically, teachers and educators have also worked with the wider community to

campaign for inclusive curriculum practices. The establishment of Black Studies at US

colleges in the Civil Rights Movement, bringing “previously excluded knowledges” (Andrews,

2018) to the HE curriculum, was a clear example of where this has happened. Chronicling

the movement for Black Studies in the US, Kehinde Andrews (2018), the first professor of

Black Studies in Europe writes: “Establishing Black Studies was a political act, supported

by communities because it was seen as a progressive step that could improve the lives of

African Americans.”

In fact, Andrews believes that community support was integral to this academic

movement and that African American scholars alone could not have established Black

Studies in the US.

“Black Studies spoke to so many because it set out to transform the accepted knowledge

base. The movement was far more substantial than simply asking for more Black people to

be hired, it insisted on recognising previously excluded knowledges.”

(Andrews, 2018)

Case study: The National Education Union and its campaigns for inclusive curriculum in

the UK.

The National Education Union (NEU) is the largest trade union of workers in the education

sector in the UK. The NEU represents not only qualified teachers but also those in training

as well as other professions, such as teaching assistants and school support staff.

In addition to representing members in the workplace, the NEU also campaigns for issues

within the sector, such as poverty, anti-racism, as well as teachers’ pay and workload.

The union has consistently called for inclusive curriculum reforms in their campaigns. For

example, in their manifesto leading up to the 2024 general election in the UK, the NEU

demanded that the next UK government must

“Ensure the changes to the curriculum are engaging and inclusive, and that teachers have

access to professional learning to embed antiracism and guarantee all pupils access to a

broad range of subjects, including the arts and PE”

(NEU, 2024).

Additionally, as previously cited, the NEU has also created an anti-racism framework

(2022) to support and empower members in advocating for this agenda at school,

especially in creating an inclusive curriculum at school level. The framework covers anti-

racism in five core themes, posing a series of questions to help guide NEU members

in examining anti-racism in their practice and local school context. Under “teaching and

learning”, readers of the guide were invited to reflect on the following:

“Is the curriculum being used to:

• Challenge race inequality

• Achieve cultural inclusion
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• Respond to the differences in children’s lives caused by racism, poverty and

discrimination?” (NEU, 2022).

In addition to the written guidance, the NEU also provides training sessions to facilitate the

implementation of the framework to members’ workplaces.

Joining trade unions such as the NEU is a fantastic way for teachers and educators to

advocate for inclusive curriculum making beyond the class-room – at their school and even

at a national level. One single teacher cannot campaign for inclusive curricula on their own.

However, when the mass collective of teachers organise for progressive curriculum reform,

this objective is a lot less difficult to achieve.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=631#h5p-50

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Are you a member of a teachers’ union?

• What is your union’s policy on inclusive curriculum?

• Have they got any campaign on inclusive curriculum making that you can take part in?
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ADVANCING INCLUSIVE EDUCATION:
POLICY, PRACTICE AND STRUCTURAL
CHANGES’

Jean Karl Grech; Nika Maglaperidze; and Akangshya Bordoloi

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=441#oembed-1

Example Case

“We would first like to bring in the case study of Malala Yousafzai from Pakistan a 17-year-

old education activist who won a Nobel Peace Prize in 2014 for her work in female education

which makes her the world’s youngest Nobel Prize Laureate. She is credited with highlighting

the importance of an inclusive education policy. However, we would like to refocus the attention

towards her father Ziauddin Yousafzai who was an education activist himself and worked

vehemently towards bringing about equal basic education for all, including women. It was and

still is considered quite a radical perspective in a Taliban-dominated country like Pakistan that

justifies violence against anyone who dares to defy their radical Islamic policies. However, her

father’s bravery and zeal for inclusive education motivated Malala to bravely face all kinds of

discrimination and violence-including getting shot by a Taliban gunman (UN, 2017).

If we consider Malala and her father to be conscious educators then, it is crucial that we chart

out what makes them relevant educators and how can those characteristics be inculcated

among young researchers and intending educators. It would then help us in understanding the

significance and impact that our roles as educators can have on policy in education.”
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Initial questions

In this chapter, you will find answers to the following questions:

1. What are policies and how should we read them?

2. What is the contemporary significance of an inclusive teacher education policy and

what impact do we expect from such an inclusive policy?

3. In what ways do structural disadvantages manifest within educational institutions,

and how do existing educational policies both contribute to and fail to address these

inequalities, thereby impacting the realisation of inclusive education?

Introduction to Topic

There are an estimated 240 million children with disabilities worldwide. Yet children with

disabilities or any other ‘different kinds’ of children are often overlooked in policymaking,

thereby, limiting their access to education and their ability to participate in social economic

and political life. Worldwide, these children are among the most likely to be out of school

and/or face discrimination, stigmatisation and violence. Robbed of their right to receive

a proper education, such children are also often denied the chance to take part in their

community activities, the workforce and the policy decisions that mostly affect them.

Inclusive education is thus considered as the most effective way to give all children a fair

chance to go to school, learn and develop the skills they need to thrive. By maintaining

a focus on transforming teachers/educators into active agents while formulating policy

and implementing the curriculum-inclusive education very simply means that children from

different backgrounds can grow and learn in the same classroom. The concept is

popularised widely by UNICEF, and it has requested all the member states to implement it

in ways that would address their distinct needs (UNICEF, 2001).

The most crucial, however, is the outcomes of the 48th Session of the International

Conference on Education (ICE) held in Geneva in November 2008. It presented a broadened

concept of inclusive education as a holistic reform strategy for education systems aiming

to achieve quality education for all. They are of the view that “a broadened concept of

inclusive education can be viewed as a general guiding principle to strengthen education for

sustainable development, lifelong learning for all and equal access of all levels of society

to learning opportunities” (UNESCO, 2008). Within the context of this broadened concept of

inclusive education, a key role for inclusive teachers has been recognised and developed
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around the need to meet diverse learner’s needs and promote inclusion. This consensus

is built on a rights-based perspective of education and considers the startling numbers of

learners excluded from education around the world (Opertti and Brady, 2011).

This has led to the right to basic and equal education irrespective of age, class,

geographical location, culture, politics, religion and other factors to be lacking in many

countries even in the contemporary times. It might be quite difficult to chart out the

core reason behind this due to the complex intersectionality shared by the three major

institutions of society, i.e law, politics (both domestic and international) and religion.

However, key issues include the widening gap in learning outcomes, that is closely related

to social and economic conditions; the increasing diversity of classrooms with respect to

cultural and linguistic origins; the shortage of experienced teachers working where they

are needed and how their services are required; the difficulties in recruiting teachers from

diverse social backgrounds; and the low pay and status of the teaching profession (Opertti

and Brady, 2011). Thus, through this proposed policy, we are trying to articulate and justify

this approach and create an inclusive teaching policy that can address the contemporary

distinct needs of its students and break the power imbalance between the educator and the

students.

Key aspects

Structural Disadvantages

Having explored the broader concept of inclusive education and the role of policy in

addressing structural disadvantages, this chapter now focuses on the specific forms these

disadvantages can take. In this next section, the concept of ‘Structural Disadvantages’

in education is explored in more depth. This exposes common mistakes in policy, where

surface-level goals don’t match the realities students often face.

Structural disadvantage in education describes the circumstances where specific groups

of children and young people experience marginalisation or disadvantage within

educational institutions like schools, universities, kindergartens, etc. This is often a result

of social divisions that create and perpetuate inequalities (Unterhalter, 2021). These are

students who often have limited access to educational opportunities or are subjected to

low-quality education (Matsumoto, 2013). These disadvantages are entrenched in societal

structures and exacerbated by ineffective education policies, permeating the very

classrooms where we teach, and as a result inhibiting the implementation of inclusive

education. As a teacher, you will likely observe that these structural disadvantages originate

due to various factors, including your students’ socioeconomic status, race and ethnicity,

gender, disability, and geographical location, among others. It is also important to draw our

attention to how inequalities can also be embedded into our teaching practice (Unterhalter,

2021). Even within deeply unequal systems, individuals strive to combat structural
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disadvantages in education on a daily basis. A powerful example of this is Malala Yousafzai

and her father Ziauddin, who defied entrenched gender restrictions on education in

Pakistan. Despite immense barriers, they championed equal basic education for all,

including women. This case exposes how the transformative power of education depends

on policy shifts; even the bravest individuals struggle alone against systemic barriers.

Intersectionality offers a lens to examine the complex interplay of these different factors

and illustrates the multi-faceted nature of inequalities and how they can play out in your

classroom and the school (Crenshaw, 1990). This intersectional lens reveals limitations in

policy responses that treat each disadvantage in isolation (ethnicity-focused programmes

that ignore poverty, etc.). Further, it underscores how socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity,

gender, and geography can intersect and interact in ways that exacerbate educational

disparities. For instance, a student from a low-income, ethnic minority background might

face compounded challenges due to both economic constraints and systemic racial biases.

Similarly, gender disparities in education can be influenced by a combination of societal

norms, educational policies, and socioeconomic factors, which can vary significantly across

different geographical contexts. Furthermore, these policy-exacerbated disparities are not

isolated but can reinforce each other, creating a complex web of inequality that is deeply

embedded in our educational systems (Matsumoto, 2013; Unterhalter, 2021).

A wealth of research evidence now suggests that socioeconomic disparities have a broad

range of impacts on children’s learning, with the effects of socioeconomic disadvantage

being felt both within and outside of school (Hirsch, 2007). One of the most conspicuous

manifestations of these disadvantages in schools and classrooms is through educational

outcomes. In fact, it’s striking that 60% of the variance in assessment outcomes can be

attributed to out-of-school factors, such as those previously mentioned (Haertel, 2013).

For instance, children from impoverished and disadvantaged backgrounds typically perform

significantly worse than their peers from more advantaged backgrounds. A primary

contributor to child poverty in many instances is the lack of opportunities available to

parents with limited skills and qualifications. Such parents are less likely to be employed

and have the necessary income and resources to meet the financial demands of raising a

family.

Consequently, children from disadvantaged households are less likely to acquire the

necessary qualifications that could help them escape the cycle of poverty and achieve

social mobility. This highlights the failure of our system to address the root causes of

underachievement. Current policies often focus on individual achievement within the school

system, neglecting the broader societal factors that contribute to disadvantage. This

narrow approach fails to address the root causes and perpetuates existing inequalities. If

societal support to overcome economic disadvantage is absent, even motivated students

suffer, revealing the need for holistic policies beyond the classroom. These systemic

inequities manifest in varied ways across contexts: In wealthy nations, parental lack of

opportunity might prevent buying school supplies and resources. Additionally, in low-
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income countries, such as Kenya, parents with low literacy levels may not fully understand

the long-term benefits education offers their child. This lack of understanding can

sometimes lead to children not attending school consistently or at all, perpetuating the

cycle of poverty across generations (Unterhalter et al., 2012). These varied socioeconomic

barriers illustrate how disadvantage in education has different roots depending on context,

yet with sadly similar consequences. In response to these socioeconomic disadvantages,

certain policies have been enacted to address these and other educational inequalities. For

instance, the Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education enacted in India can serve

as a good example as was mentioned earlier in this chapter.

Building on the idea that educational outcomes vary among different social groups,

particularly those from diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds (Hirsch, 2007), it is important

to delve deeper, albeit briefly, into the mechanisms behind these disparities. One of the most

prominent factors is represented in the concept of racialisation, which is when people’s

relationships with each other are influenced by their racial identities, which has a big impact

on education (Bajaj & Scott, 2022). Racialisation leads to systemic biases and prejudices

that are deeply embedded in educational systems, biases often left unaddressed by current

policies due to a focus on individual teacher ‘bad apples’ rather than institutional failings.

This bias affects teacher responses, grading, limiting student belief in their own ability

regardless of true effort, affecting the quality of education received by students of different

racial and ethnic backgrounds. This can manifest in various ways, such as differential

access to resources, biased curriculum content, and discriminatory practices within the

school environment (ibid.). Further, in some instances, some ethnic groups tend to be

positioned far from the centre of power, which will affect their access to both the quality of

schooling they receive and the curriculum that alienates them and omits material of cultural

significance for them.

Gender differences in education persist even in high-income nations. For example, in

Germany, Luxembourg, and Switzerland, boys are more likely to leave school prematurely

compared to girls, and girls typically achieve higher school grades than boys. However,

interestingly, in these same countries, girls are less likely than boys to pursue higher

education several years later (Hadjar & Buchmann, 2016(a); 2016(b)). This trend coincides

with a lack of robust government support systems, such as affordable childcare or flexible

work arrangements, which disproportionately hinder a mothers’ pursuit of higher education.

This pattern can be attributed to a combination of intersectional factors. Socialisation

and cultural norms, educational systems and policies, and socioeconomic factors play

significant roles in these gender disparities. Societal expectations and stereotypes about

gender roles can influence students’ educational choices and performance. The structure

of educational systems, particularly those that sort students into different tracks early

(as in Germany, Austria and Switzerland), can exacerbate these inequalities. Lastly,

socioeconomic factors, such as increased educational motivation among girls and women

due to expanding opportunities in the labour market, also contribute to these trends.
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This focus on enrolment reveals a common limitation in education policy: despite good

intentions, strategies focused on surface-level equality often bypass deeper structural

causes (Unterhalter, 2008). For instance, the ‘get girls in’ mindset overlooks how gender bias

impacts student experience itself and persists well after graduation due to limited career

opportunities and discriminatory hiring practices. This mismatch between stated equality

goals and the barriers girls actually face underscores how structural change isn’t achieved

through simplistic initiatives, making deeper reform strategies vital.

Another significant area of structural disadvantage in education pertains to students

with disabilities, who often face multiple challenges that can limit their access to quality

education even after multiple charters on the right to quality education in a number of

human rights conventions such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989)

and the Declaration on the Rights of Disabled Persons (UN, 1975). For example, the

development of mass education systems throughout the 20th century where grand

proclamations of education for all in truth meant education for some (De Bruin, 2021),

reflecting deeply unequal policy implementation. While international commitments exist,

insufficient funding and flawed inclusion programmes reveal low policy priority for true

empowerment. According to the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2017), in Cambodia, the

out-of-school rate for children with a disability is 57%, which stands in a stark contrast to

the 7% rate for neuro-typical children. Similarly, in the Maldives and Uganda, children with

a disability are more than twice as likely to be out of school. Furthermore, only 44% of

Cambodian adolescents with disabilities complete primary education, compared to 72% of

their neuor-typical counterparts. Even in Western nations, the situation is far from ideal,

for instance, in England, students with special needs were more than nine times likely

to face permanent exclusion (UNESCO, 2020). These disparities underscore the structural

disadvantages that children with disabilities encounter in accessing education.

Moreover, the challenges do not just end with access to education. Once in school,

students with disabilities often face additional obstacles. For instance, teachers may lack

the necessary training to effectively teach these students, which leads to unclear

responsibilities and limited collaboration with support personnel. Discrimination and

segregation can further exacerbate feelings of exclusion. Inadequate resources,

inconsistent policies and practices, and dismissive and indifferent attitudes towards

inclusion can also impact the quality of education received by students with disabilities

and their overall school experience (UNESCO, 2020). These factors create a complex web

of challenges that can significantly impact the educational experiences and outcomes of

students with disabilities.

This is also evident when looking into the experiences of LGBTIQ+ students in schools

and the likelihood of increased absenteeism and thus the limited access to education this

has for such individuals. This is likely attributed to varying factors mainly to do with safety

in schools and visibility within schools. As Goldstein, Russell & Daley (2007) explain, safety

refers here to the ability for all students including LGBTIQ+ students to feel safe being
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themselves and understanding their identity in school. On the other hand, visibility refers

to schools clearly being inclusive and welcoming to their LGBTIQ+ communities through

teaching and social practices which are visible in the school. While safety for LGBTIQ+

students is on the rise (ILGA, 2022), policy and pedagogical practices, which ensure the

visibility just described and inclusive sex education on gender, sex and sexuality, remain

a big challenge in schools. This is often a result of a gradual politicisation of the subject

which leads to either policymakers remaining silent on the matter or otherwise enacting

specific policies to regulate and exclude the visibility of the LGBTIQ+ community in schools

in order to gain political popularity.

Building on the understanding that structural flaws hinder educational access and

equality, we must examine how these injustices materialise within the seemingly inert

walls of the classroom. Curriculum, far from a neutral tool, acts as a vessel for deeply

embedded policy priorities. Indeed, Basil Bernstein (2003:77) argued that ‘how a society

selects, classifies, distributes, transmits and evaluates the educational knowledge it

considers to be public, reflects both the distribution of power and the principles of social

control.’ Through textbook omissions of some histories, to rigid curriculum pacing

mandates struggling students are left with no recourse, however policy creates the illusion

of equal opportunity (Bertram, 2012). Teachers are then scapegoated as the problem, when

it’s precisely a lack of anti-racist resources or flexibility in policy that perpetuates inequity.

Decisions regarding which historical figures, scientific disciplines, and literary voices matter

are not made in a vacuum. They are enshrined in policy under the guise of objective

knowledge, potentially perpetuating systemic exclusion.

The Role of Teachers and Policymakers

As an educator, it is crucial to recognise that teachers, while critical agents in fostering

inclusive learning environments, often navigate complex limitations imposed by these very

structures. While recognising and understanding the specific challenges their students

face is crucial, their ability to make significant curricular changes can be constrained

by factors like limited resources, mandated standardised testing regimes, and a lack of

professional development opportunities focused on culturally responsive pedagogy. Adding

to the challenges faced by teachers is the common practice of policymakers and reformers

to exclude teachers and students from key decision-making processes directly related

to their profession. This is often accompanied by undervaluing teachers’ expertise and

professionalism, leading to their opinions being dismissed out of hand.

Around the world, there is a rising trend of distrust towards teachers, with policies

increasingly designed to scapegoat them, subject them to surveillance, and compel them

to adhere strictly to teacher-proof lesson plans and curricula (Niesz, 2018). In this context,

teacher agency becomes a nuanced concept (see below), requiring not just individual

initiative but also systemic support and policy shifts that set educators free to challenge the

status quo and create truly equitable learning experiences. Despite the daunting nature of

these structural disadvantages, teaching remains our most promising activity in addressing
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them so far as education policy is concerned (Jones, 2019; Wiliam, 2018). For example,

developing pre-service teachers who are socially just in their beliefs and practices has been

emphasised and to this end, numerous relevant and potentially impactful policy strategies

have been suggested to equip teachers with the necessary tools to navigate and mitigate

the challenges presented by the structural disadvantages and inequalities prevalent in

our schools (Mills & Ballantyne, 2016). For example, Berliner (2019:187) proposes that in

addition to teachers acquiring in-depth curricular content knowledge, instructional skills

and classroom management skills, teachers must also be trained ‘to promote the success

of their students by understanding, responding to, and influencing the larger political, social,

economic, legal, and cultural context in which they lived and work.’

In response to all of these challenges, we think that the teachers themselves should

feel empowered to achieve agency to affect change on multiple levels starting from the

classroom and school level and extending their impact to the structural and systemic levels.

We believe that teacher education policy could be a way for achieving this. For example,

Berliner (2019) advocates for teacher education policy to emphasise the social activist

element for teachers to become better representatives of students and their families and

indeed themselves. Teacher education institutions need to stress the politics of education

as much as more technical aspects of teaching and learning (Jones, 2019). Given the

significant influence of curriculum in educational settings, it is crucial for teachers to

achieve agency and become advocates for liberatory curriculum (Le Fevre et al., 2016). This

involves challenging narrowly defined, standardised, and teacher-proof curricula. By doing

so, teachers can take on essential roles as curriculum activists, confronting problematic

policies and crafting a curriculum that addresses the needs of their students and

communities.

Education, with its multifaceted nature, necessitates the formulation of policies to reduce

its complexities and make it more manageable. However, an over-simplification and

reduction of these complexities can lead to an education system that is overly focused on

outcomes, thereby risking the neglect of inclusive teaching practices. Therefore, a balanced

approach is essential in the development and implementation of education policies.

Moreover, policymaking is not a value-neutral process. It is deeply influenced by the values,

intentions, and perspectives of those who craft them. Hence, it is crucial to critically

examine who is involved in policymaking, how these policies are formulated, and the

purposes they are intended to serve. This nuanced understanding can help ensure that

policies are not only effective but also equitable, promoting an education system that truly

caters to the diverse needs of all students.

As we delve deeper into the complexities of structural disadvantages in education, it

becomes increasingly clear that these issues are not confined to the classroom but are

deeply intertwined with broader societal structures and policies. The role of policy in

shaping educational practices and outcomes cannot be overstated. Policies determine not

only what is taught in schools but also how it is taught, and by whom. They are the invisible
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hands that guide the actions of teachers and the experiences of students in the classroom.

However, the process of policymaking is not a straightforward one. It involves a multitude

of stakeholders, each with their own interests, perspectives, and power dynamics. The

following section will explore the intricate world of educational policies, shedding light on

who gets to decide what is included in them and how they impact the everyday realities of

teachers and students. This chapter will also delve into the role of various stakeholders,

from local institutions to supra-entities, in shaping educational policies and practices. By

understanding these dynamics, educators can better navigate the policy landscape and

advocate for more equitable and inclusive educational practices.

The Role of Teachers and Policymakers

As an educator, it is critical to be aware of the causes and effects of these systemic

disadvantages. Being cognisant of these allows you to better understand the specific

challenges your students may be facing and use your discretion as a teacher to make

appropriate curricular changes that address each of your student’s needs. It also equips

you with critical insights to advocate for crucial changes within your school and the wider

education system that could help alleviate some of the disadvantages faced by students

and the challenges you will face as an educator. Despite the daunting nature of these

structural disadvantages, teaching remains our most promising activity in addressing them

so far as education policy is concerned (Jones, 2019; Haertel, 2013). For example,

developing preservice teachers who are socially just in their beliefs and practices has been

emphasised and to this end, numerous relevant and potentially impactful policy strategies

have been suggested to equip teachers with the necessary tools to navigate and mitigate

the challenges presented by the structural disadvantages and inequalities prevalent in

our schools (Mills & Ballantyne, 2016). For example, Berliner (2019:187) proposes that in

addition to teachers acquiring in-depth curricular content knowledge, instructional skills

and classroom management skills, teachers must also be trained ‘to promote the success

of their students by understanding, responding to, and influencing the larger political, social,

economic, legal, and cultural context in which they lived and work.’

Adding to the challenges faced by teachers is the common practice of policymakers

and reformers to exclude teachers from key decision-making processes directly related

to their profession. This is often accompanied by undervaluing teachers’ expertise and

professionalism, leading to their opinions being dismissed out of hand. Around the world,

there is a rising trend of distrust towards teachers, with policies increasingly designed

to scapegoat them, subject them to surveillance, and compel them to adhere strictly to

teacher-proof lesson plans and curricula (Niesz, 2018).

In response to all of this, we think that the teachers themselves should feel empowered

to exercise agency to affect change on multiple levels starting from the classroom and

school level and extending their impact to the structural and systemic levels. We believe
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that teacher education policy could be a way to achieving this. For example, Berliner

(2019) advocates for teacher education policy to emphasise the social activist element

for teachers to become better representatives of students and their families and indeed

themselves. Teacher education institutions need to stress the politics of education as much

as more technical aspects of teaching and learning (Jones, 2019). Given the significant

influence of curriculum in educational settings, it is crucial for teachers to exercise their

agency and become advocates for liberatory curriculum (Le Fevre et al., 2016). This involves

challenging narrowly defined, standardised, and teacher-proof curricula. By doing so,

teachers can take on essential roles as curriculum activists, confronting problematic

policies and crafting curricula that cater for the needs of their students, and which are

created together with the students.

Education, with its multifaceted nature, necessitates the formulation of policies to reduce

its complexities and make it more manageable. However, an over-simplification and

reduction of these complexities can lead to an education system that is overly focused on

outcomes, thereby risking the neglect of inclusive teaching practices. Therefore, a balanced

approach is essential in the development and implementation of education policies.

Moreover, policymaking is not a value-neutral process. It is deeply influenced by the values,

intentions, and perspectives of those who craft them. Hence, it is crucial to critically

examine who is involved in policymaking, how these policies are formulated, and the

purposes they are intended to serve. This nuanced understanding can help ensure that

policies are not only effective but also equitable, promoting an education system that truly

caters to the diverse needs of all students.

As we delve deeper into the complexities of structural disadvantages in education, it

becomes increasingly clear that these issues are not confined to the classroom but are

deeply intertwined with broader societal structures and policies. The role of policy in

shaping educational practices and outcomes cannot be overstated. Policies determine

not only what is taught in schools but also how it is taught, and by whom. They are the

invisible hands that guide the actions of teachers and the experiences of students in the

classroom. However, the process of policymaking is not a straightforward one. It involves a

multitude of stakeholders, each with their own interests, perspectives, and power dynamics.

In the following section, we will explore the intricate world of educational policies, shedding

light on who gets to decide what is included in them and how they impact the everyday

realities of teachers and students. We will delve into the role of various stakeholders,

from local institutions to supra-entities, in shaping educational policies and practices. By

understanding these dynamics, educators can better navigate the policy landscape and

advocate for more equitable and inclusive educational practices.

What are policies and who gets to decide what is included in them?

Although policies shape a lot of the subjects and styles of teaching that teachers adopt
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in schools, teachers might not know much about the powerful role these documents

play in institutions of education around the world. This is especially the case if policy

development and policy implementation are not respectively discussed and reflected on as

topics during one’s initial teacher training education. However, educators need to recognise

that ‘[education] does not exist in a vacuum – it is exercised in a policy context, shaped

decisively by its historical and cultural location’ (Bell & Stevenson, 2006:7). Thus, as a

profession, teaching is not an act which relies only on the students and the teacher in

a classroom but is a product of different forces acting on it to achieve their desired

outcomes. The forces or entities which shape what takes place in schools are referred to

as, stakeholders, meaning that they have a share, interest, or involvement in deciding what

is taught in schools, how it is taught and to whom. Some examples of stakeholders include

ministries, local or international organisations, and other private entities.

The example mentioned above is only a small sample of how stakeholders impact the

learning that takes place in formal schooling through curricula. Generally, this applies to all

areas of schooling which are largely organised and maintained by a government or another

institution, including inclusion and addressing structural disadvantages such as the ones

described in the previous section. As schools directly engage with their policies, they must

also fulfil those established by external forces. External forces do not only refer to local

institutions such as the government but include different entities which also extend outside

of national borders. Priestley et al (2021) refers to these entities as sites of activity and

classifies them into five main levels. At the heart of this model lies the educator and the

students in the classroom, but by looking outwards, one may note how the events taking

place at the nano level are part of a web of established policies by different entities. Who

are these entities?

The role of supra-entities in policymaking is usually to do with influencing and flowing

ideas across different nations. A clear example of these entities is UNESCO which we

have mentioned in the example case above. By establishing competency frameworks,

country reviews and standardised objectives for national policies to absorb, supra-entities

are active key players in various education systems around the world. This is evident

through popular country reviews which compare countries participating in international

studies such as the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), conducted by

the OECD. Since the year 2000 PISA has conducted seven rounds of assessments which

focus on literacy, mathematics, and science with the aim of testing the knowledge and skills

of the students from participating countries with a metric that is collectively agreed upon

(Schleicher, 2019:3). Consequently, the results obtained by low-performing countries have

over the years pushed national policies to adopt strategies and targets which are believed

to be effectively working in other countries topping the charts of PISA and other similar

studies. This process is usually known as policy borrowing and has over the years been

increasingly used in education as countries adopt strategies and programs which were

proven successful elsewhere (Mundy & Verger, 2016: 375-6).
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Therefore, the OECD, through PISA, is policy-oriented because it provides scores and

analyses to guide decisions taken by education entities in the participating countries.

Despite not having direct legislative and financial power on the other levels, the OECD has

contributed to many changes in policies and curricula around the world. The same cannot

be said for entities such as the World Bank which is, ‘the largest single international provider

of development finance to governments … and source of education finance’ (Mundy &

Verger, 2016: 335). The World Bank has since the 1970’s obtained direct financial power

as it establishes policy requirements as part of financial packages dealing with different

countries (Mundy & Verger, 2016:339). This influence on different states around the world

stems from the belief that such institutions are assessing and ensuring co-operation and

increasing efficiency in a globalised world driven by large economic forces. This is visible

in some of the policies that the World Bank has pushed which include ensuring equal
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education for all, improving learning outcomes and quality of education, developing early

childhood programmes, and focusing on skill-based vocational education. These are said

to ensure the needs of the future labour market are met. Having said this, bearing such

institutional power over curricula in schools requires extensive critique. This is explored in

the upcoming parts of this paper.

On a macro level the policies implemented by the ministries do not only consider the

directives and results published by the supranational entities mentioned above. Ministries

must also consider the input of different stakeholders involved on a national level. These

include the government and its ministries, local universities, teachers’ organisations,

unions, and other local entities. It is through this level that, ‘state-mandated programs of

study present authoritative statements about the social distribution of knowledge, attitudes,

and competencies seen as appropriate to populations of students’ (Priestly et al, 2021:17).

Once a policy is designed and agreed upon by the stakeholders, Education Departments, or

broadly the mesosystem, ensure that these policies are implemented by directly supporting

schools and their staff members. Usually, departments organise teacher training, post-

implementation assessments and observations to monitor the effectiveness of a particular

policy. In sum, ‘meso-curriculum making sits between the production of policy … and the

curriculum making arenas in practice settings such as schools’ (Priestly et al, 2021:19).

Although these levels have been explained here in succession it is important to bear in

mind that they collectively operate with one another and influence each other. In fact, these

levels can be defined as sites of activity, metaphorically presented by a spider’s web. ‘Policy

making may be informed in a particular context by both supra discourses and by diverse

local imperatives [and] a variety of mediating factors’ (Priestly, 2021:12-14). This captures

the complexity behind the transactions that happen between each of the levels described.

Moreover, it is important for the reader to grasp how such contentious, interconnected, and

multidimensional arenas, do not necessarily produce and implement policies successfully

all the time (Honig, 2006:2). In fact, as identified in the previous section, policies can have a

devastating impact on students, teachers and/or even a state’s education system.

Where does the teacher fit into all this?

However, if formulated and implemented inclusively, policy also has the capacity to bring

about great positive changes with a focus on a more wholesome welfare for the targeted

population. For example, when we bring back the discussion about Malala and how she was

influenced by her father to brave against all odds and fight for a change in the education

policy of Pakistan we witness the importance of the educator as an active agent, and the

range of possibilities that opens because of it. Her story also proves the urgent need for an

inclusive education in government education policies of all countries. This we believe will

not only be able to challenge the established, often discriminatory status quo during policy
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formation, but if implemented properly, would also be able to address the various social

evils of the respective countries-exactly like Malala (UN, 2017).

So, what is required here is focus on four key areas that has been promoted by UNICEF:

• Advocacy: that promotes inclusive education in discussions, high level events, and

other forms of outreach geared towards policymakers and the general public.

• Awareness-raising: that shines a spotlight on the needs of children with special needs

by conducting research and hosting roundtable workshops and other events for

government partners.

• Capacity-building: that builds the capacity of education systems in participating

countries by training teachers, administrators, and communities while also providing

technical assistance to governments.

• Implementation support: to monitor and evaluate partner countries to close the

implementation gap between policy and practise (UNICEF, 2005).

In addition to that, UNICEF has also published a checklist of actions that all participating

governments must comply with to make inclusive education a reality. Known as

‘progressive realisation’ it includes: committing all government departments to work

towards active inclusion, introducing laws and policies to end discrimination and guarantee

the right to inclusive education, deciding the course of action, timetable and a curriculum for

introducing inclusive education, ensuring that enough resources are available to enable the

transition to inclusion, collecting data and measuring progress and growth, providing early

childhood care and education, providing adequate teacher training for inclusive education,

introducing inclusive testing and assessment and introducing complaint procedures

(UNICEF, 2017). Now, although not everything might be possible straight away, there are

certain things that States could act on immediately. It primarily includes compulsory, free

primary education for all-much like the RTE Act in India, proper sensitisation programs

for all so that children from all kinds of backgrounds feel welcomed, and transforming

teachers/educators to be an active agent in both policy formulation and implementation

(UNICEF, 2017).

It is the third point that our proposed policy is focussing more on. Taking inspiration from

Foucault’s very famous argument of ‘knowledge being power, wherein power is based on

knowledge and makes use of it to create and recreate its own field of exercise’ (Hewett

2004:10). We argue that all educators need, can and should, play a powerful active role

in promoting societal inclusion and equity for all kinds of learners (Li and Ruppar, 2021).

The common responsibilities/expectations would include being included during policy

formulation, possessing the power and recognition in amending existing education policy,

being provided the space and autonomy to implement said policies in ways that fits the

demography and needs of their children, and having a safe space and/or creating

opportunities to familiarise themselves with the backgrounds and distinct needs of the
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children in their class. However, as teacher agency is considered under-theorised and

variously constructed in the education reform literature, conceptual models of agency have

been developed by drawing on broader theories of human and professional agencies.

Drawing from Li and Ruppar’s (2021) work on attempting to map out the empirical

significance of theorising teacher agency, we would like to chart out the factors that have a

strong influence on how teacher agency is understood and practised:

Table 1: Teacher Agency for Inclusive Education

The above figure provides an empirical framework that could be used to establish the

practicality and relevance of the theory of teacher agency in inclusive education. Moreover,
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the adapted conceptual framework follows socio-cultural theory, which treats teacher

agency as a result of the interplay among individual teacher’s capacity and environmental

conditions, along with the interaction of the teacher’s past experiences, current practise

and future orientations. We believe that an explicit way of theorising teacher agency for

inclusive education can help future empirical studies treat teacher agency as ‘an analytical

category in its own right’ and hence, crucial while discussing education policy. It would

also assist in cementing the proposal of including teachers/educator’s opinions during

policy formulation while providing flexible spaces in the curriculum for the policies to be

implemented in what ever unique and creative ways the teachers/educators deem to be fit

for its students (Li and Ruppar, 2021). Such an approach will be able to contribute towards

a more sensitive and inclusive social education policy that is global (popularised by British

sociologist Roland Robertson in the 1990s and later developed by Zygmunt Bauman) in its

approach (Mambrol, 2017).

Why should a teacher want to know about and be involved in policymaking?

Before proceeding with this section, let’s take some time to revisit what has been

established thus far in this paper. The example case mentioned in the first section refers

to a policy for inclusion in education as established by UNESCO. We later learned that the

latter is one of the many supra-national entities which, as established in part three, has the

capacity to influence goals for education on a global scale. We saw this in practice through

India’s Education Act of 2009, which was introduced to absorb some of these principles

established by UNESCO. The second section sheds light on different types of structural

disadvantages that students in our schools are still experiencing because of varying factors

which policies have either failed to recognise or address in their implementation. We

then took a closer look into the different stakeholders that exist and influence policy in

education. These ranged from international entities with direct or indirect financial power

over education, to also local ministries, institutions, and organisations. This large and

complex web of different sites influencing education can often feel daunting and exclusive

of the teachers’ experiences and needs in schools. It often feels that decisions and new

directives come and go and teachers bearing the change and challenges in the classroom

are not considered in the process of designing new policies and strategies. This is best

summed by Robinson in saying that, historically, ‘the most consistent overarching theme

which has dominated teacher education has been its relationship to the state. It has been

externally controlled and shaped by governments and their agencies – and not by the

teaching profession itself’ (UNESCO, 2017:16).

Therefore, educators should know about policy because, despite their potentially good

intentions, such institutional documents, may not necessarily be as effective as intended.

This could be a result of different factors ranging from inadequate funding, potential

clashes between stakeholders involved, or expediently misguided strategies. The latter is
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alarming since it is more likely to be less effective for the institutionally disadvantaged

groups mentioned above.Therefore, policies are in themselves, powerful and political tools

which may not necessarily be used to ensure equal access to education. On the contrary,

as Malala’s story very well portrays, policies and laws can be used to further solidify levels

of structural disadvantages to ensure an individual or group’s dominance over another. This

becomes ever more likely when the complex web of sites influencing policies becomes

increasingly inundated with different forces acting on it, most of which coming from outside

of the classroom.

On the other hand, despite their often-felt sense of external and authoritative force,

policies can be instrumental in addressing these difficulties especially when teachers are

not just implementors of their goals but also writers and thus, active agents in the decision

making. In Malala and her father’s actions, we can witness the impact that praxis and

active involvement can have in addressing structural disadvantages through education.

This is why the previous section gradually shifted our focus to teachers as active agents

and not just deliverers of content. Teaching, in its nature, gives educators the opportunity

to interact with the structural disadvantages described above and understand the impact

and challenges that students face. Freire (1970) sees both the students and the teachers

as constructors of knowledge together through interaction. If it were not for human

interactions, teaching would be lifeless and thus policies should reflect that same

interaction.

Therefore, similar to the previous section, we have gradually shifted our perspective on

policy to a critical one whereby the educator is encouraged to not only read and be aware

of policy but to reflect on its point of being. We aspire to have the readers appreciate

their potential not only as educators with students simply following established forms of

knowledge and pedagogical practices, but as powerful professionals striving to improve

the lives of others because they have lived and learned about others. ‘For the critic, the

important thing is the continuing transformation of reality, in the continuing humaniaation

of men’ (Freire, 1970:65). This is why the educator is here encouraged to question who

is benefiting the most from the currently established systems designed over the years

through curricula and policies as we know them and how these can be changed to benefit

all through education. Thus, as we proceed to the coming sections, we aim for the reader to

further equip themselves with strategies and tools they may use to become active agents

in policymaking, to become critical readers of policies and frameworks, and consequently

key contributors in this process.

How can a teacher become a reflective and critical agent in the
decision-making process?

Understanding the complex web of the different stakeholders involved in writing up and

implementing policies can be a daunting task. To critically do this may feel even more
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challenging for an educator who aspires to address the needs of their students but is too

perplexed by a system which feels bigger and stronger than them. However, this does not

need to be the case, because teachers can and have become active agentic individuals in

changing the system and not just implementing it. Critically reading policy is far from an

untapped field in academia and has over the last thirty years greatly expanded to investigate

the ‘opaque as well as transparent structural relationships of dominance, discrimination,

power and control as manifested in [the] language’ contained within policy documents

(Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000:448).

The field is denoted by the term Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and it is particularly

appropriate for critical analysis of policies because it allows a detailed investigation of

the relationship of language to other social processes, and of how language works within

power relations’ (Taylor, 2004: 436). In practice, this means that words contained in policies

are no longer just read but examined for their implications and the powers they establish.

Through a CDA framework for a systematic analysis, [one] can go beyond speculation and

demonstrate how policy texts work’ (Taylor, 2004: 437). Critical discourse is mainly two

types: The first sees the analysis take place at a textual level where the words, pictures,

and language used are analysed. For example, one may investigate the number of times

words such as “inclusion” and “needs” are used in a document and reflect on how much

importance is being given to these words. Otherwise, one may investigate the style of

language being used in a policy; is it authoritative in its style of writing by using declarations

such as, “teachers must” or is it emancipatory by including words such as, “we need” or “we

should” (Simons, Olssen & Peters, 2009).

The second, broader critical analysis examines the social and historical context of the

space in which the policy was implemented. In sum, this does not analyse the words

themselves but the power that lies within them, those who wrote them, and the context in

which they were made. Policies are here seen as ‘instruments and effects’ of discourse’

and therefore power. This approach takes a Foucauldian understanding of ‘language and

concomitantly power relations which assumes that these are manifest[ed] in material and

anthropological forms, that is, in policy objects (artefacts as we call them in the book),

architectures, subjectivities and practices’ (Ball, 2015: 307). These two branches of CDA

do not need to be mutually exclusive but have over the years been used together. Taylor

(2004) encapsulates these two aspects of critical discourse analysis as tools to ‘explore the

relationships between discursive practices (language), events, and texts, and wider social

and cultural structures, relations, and processes’ (Taylor, 2004: 435). Hence, the use of CDA

in policy is also instrumental when one is analysing policies and institutional structures

pertaining to inclusion and inclusive strategies designed for schools. For example, it is not

uncommon for such policies to fail at incorporating the voice of whom they are intended

to cater for, thus retaining the discourse and the decision making in the hands of dominant

groups. This is often observed through the use of CDA. Our first example case in the next
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section provides an example of this and proceeds to explain how it was mediated by a

group of students and teachers together.

Although CDA is assumed to analyse what is written (visible discourse), it can also exert

its critical nature by looking into potential silences which may be present in a policy. As

established earlier, writing, and implementing policy are both in themselves political moves.

Therefore, policymakers often try to choose the right words, while leaving out others, to

achieve a desired goal, while simultaneously making sure that the language used does

not disappoint or anger one or many stakeholders involved. This is often done using

instances of silence which leave the policy open to interpretation by those implementing it.

Moreover, such instances of silences can be indicative of policymakers failing to consider

the experience of marginalised groups and the impact such policy could have on them.

Critical discourse analysis has been of great use when it comes to analysing policies

which are established by supranational entities and ministries. Over the years such entities

have become increasingly involved in determining the social role and purpose that

education plays across different countries. With increasing power over education, the

decisions taken by these entities have consolidated an ‘articulation and re-articulation

of orders of discourse [which] is correspondingly one stake in a hegemonic struggle’

(Fairclough, 1992: 93). The latter implies that as education policy has over the years

become increasingly guided by these entities, the latter have consolidated their power in

determining the purpose of education. Simply put, such entities now have a great say in

establishing what we, as educators, are teaching and why we need to teach it.

The latter may be briefly demonstrated through the impact that international studies

such as PISA and PIRLS have had on teaching. As more countries participate in these

studies, governments from countries performing below average became concerned and

have borrowed policies from countries faring well with the hope of getting better scores

in the next round of tests. This can certainly be said for Malta, which after its “worrying

results” in such studies, saw a rapid change in its education policies to shift towards

those present in Scandinavian countries such as Finland. Caruana (2020: 81) used CDA

on policies to focus on this shift and noted that ‘there is no clear indication as to how the

policies will affect teacher recruitment, and whether it will be necessary to have Continuing

Development Programmes or re-training of teachers already in employment.’ A few years

down the line, the implementation of these policies saw numerous challenges, especially

for students, educators, and parents. This included increased paperwork and workload for

teachers, teachers’ unions taking legal action by issuing directives to school staff, and

parents not grasping the new system to help their children. Through this example, we can

see how the silences pointed out by Caruana and left unaddressed by policymakers, led

to a turbulent process of implementation which has greatly impacted school life in Malta

(Caruana, 2020).

As Zaalouk (2011: 139) explains, through such entities, there has been a gradual shift

towards managing education and defining its purpose to primarily ‘fit the capitalistic
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demands of the labour market.’ Policies often end up being hyper focused on fulfilling

this need by devoting their attention to the production of a high-skilled future workforce.

Having such a high skilled workforce is not something inherently problematic and can

help individuals to flourish. However, in the process of establishing what is needed from

education, such entities have had the power to narrow down what is to be considered as

useful knowledge and the point of being in school. Over the years, this has continuously

homogenised the purpose, and strategies for teaching this same knowledge whilst failing

to recognise education as an act of liberation, humanisation, and emancipation. As the

example of Malta suggests, educators have become hyper-focused on delivering the

content established and limiting their space to understand and use the stories of the

students in front of them as a form of education. Students are prepared to become small

parts of a larger whole rather than holistically whole beings in themselves. This mostly

impacts the students experiencing structural disadvantages. As Freire aptly puts it, ‘to

glorify democracy and to silence the people is a farce; to discourse on humanism and then

negate it is a lie’ (1970: 64).

Now that CDA has been established as a useful strategy which can be used by educators

as they read policies and established curricula, we can look into how this together with

other strategies can be used by educators so that they can become active contributors

to the formulation of education policy. As authors of this paper, we believe that this can

be exemplified through three individual case studies in which we ourselves have critically

analysed policy to show how, through its practices or lack thereof, education was failing to

address the needs of different structural disadvantages.

Case Studies

(i) Pedagogy of Coming Out, A Queer-Positive Policy

This pedagogy was recently designed to address the shortcoming of policies focusing

on the safety and visibility of the LGBTIQ+ community in schools across the Maltese

islands. Malta has in the last ten years recognised many rights pertaining to marriage

equality, adoption, and also gender identity. Consequently, this has seen the country topping

the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex Association (ILGA) European

index for several years. However, over the same decade, studies focusing on the

experiences of the same community in school continued showing concerning results in

terms of safety and visibility in Maltese schools. 61.9% of students still experienced

derogatory language pertaining to the LGBTIQ+ community and 49.6% felt unsafe attending

schools (Pizmony-Levy, 2019). The experiences of rainbow families have also shown

instances of stigmatisation by different members of the school community (Schembri,

2020). So, what went wrong?

As many of these rights were being recognised, a framework containing several policies

under the name Respect for All, was implemented in Maltese schools to mitigate various
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challenges experienced in schools by various disadvantaged groups (Ministry of Education

and Employment, 2014). These also promised to address the learning to be and learning

to live pillars of education as explained by UNESCO (2023) through the promotion of

values of inclusion and respect for diversity. Applying a critical analysis of the discourse

of the text, suggested that often these policies did not properly address the diverse needs

of different disadvantaged groups. For example, while the first to locally recognise the

LGBTIQ+ community as a group likely to experience bullying, it failed to elaborate on how

this is to be proactively addressed by schools. Moreover, this silence on the matter was

further exacerbated when the Minister for Education refused to include books containing

LGBTIQ+ narratives in schools and ensuring the public that these will be kept at the ministry

(Times of Malta, 2015). Therefore, these policies, as also shown by the data in the following

years, failed to address the needs of specific disadvantaged groups such as the LGBTIQ+

community. To not cause too much of a stir over the inclusion of such topics in schools, the

ministry’s policy left instances of silence which failed to properly address such instances of

structural disadvantage.

A Pedagogy of Comin Out, was therefore designed together with local LGBTIQ+ students

and teachers. The latter were recruited as participants to not only talk about their

experiences in schools but to apply these to the design of a practical policy which can be

easily implemented by schools (Grech, 2022). This was also presented to heads of schools

to gather their insight on the challenges which can be met in implementing such a policy.

The final document includes clear strategies for teachers and other stakeholders involved

to ensure that these structural disadvantages are addressed. Moreover, the document

leaves its implementation open to adaptation in order to allow schools to adopt practices

which best work for their community, and to ensure continuous reflection and assessment

of the policies’ implementation. This work was also then presented to various governmental

and non-governmental organisations in Malta at a symposium.
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Therefore, from this first example mentioned here, we can note how educators and

students have become active agents in policy development and implementation to address

structural disadvantages pertaining to the LGBTIQ+ community in schools. Using CDA,

gathering insight and other experiences of educators and students, organising oneself

and presenting the work to local entities, educators have designed a practical document

which addresses these needs locally. However, analysis and critique of policymaking and

implementation do not only need to take place in an academic arena. As educators and

implementors of policies in schools, we must ensure that there is clear, bilateral, and

continuous communication between those establishing policies and teachers delivering

them.

(ii) Inclusion of Migrant Children through Curricula.

In response to the ongoing conflict in Ukraine, numerous European nations have initiated

policies aimed at integrating migrant children into their school curricula. Among these, the

approach adopted by Ireland offers a noteworthy example.

The Irish Department of Education has issued guidelines to schools, advocating for the

needs of the child to be central in decisions related to curriculum provision, programme

access, and support. These decisions are also intended to incorporate students’ current

and future needs, including their readiness for key transition stages in the Irish education

system (DoE, 2022).

To facilitate this, the department has provided schools with information about the

Ukrainian education system, aiming to help them recognise and validate the prior learning

and educational experiences of these children. However, the practical implementation of

this recognition and its impact on the students’ integration and progression in learning are

yet to be determined.

For primary schools, the aims of this policy effort are to place the student in a class that

best suits their age, with staff using observations and insights from the students and their

families to determine the best way to meet the student’s immediate and emerging needs.

For instance, in post-primary schools, the student should ideally be placed in a year group

that aligns with their age, with engagement from the students and their parents to ascertain

the student’s educational experience to date.

The role of teachers in this process is crucial. They are on the front lines of implementing

these policies and are responsible for creating an inclusive and supportive learning

environment for these migrant children. However, the effectiveness of these policies largely

depends on the resources, training, and support provided to these teachers, which is an area

that needs further exploration and evaluation.

(iii) Intersectionality at play: Is it possible for policy to be fully inclusive?

Absolutely not. It will be an extremely utopian expectation for one policy to be completely

inclusive and address the complexity of intersectionality and marginalisation that any given

individual might be facing at a given time. However, what we are trying to do here is

attempt to include as many as possible and create a respectful methodology that is flexible
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enough to address the multiple identities, difficulties, and discussions, as they come. I

would like to bring in the example of a 22-year-old social media influencer Gabe who was

born in Brazil and has a severe form of Hanhart syndrome, a rare condition that caused

her to be born without legs or arms, and was put up for adoption at 9 months old. She

recently came out as transgender and was adopted by a family in Utah. She now has over

180,000 followers on Instagram and about 4 million followers on TikTok where she shares

makeup tutorials, beauty challenges and ‘Get Ready With Me’ videos, along with offering her

followers glimpses of her day-to-day life without limbs with a big smile on her face. She

claims that her life changed when she came out as gay at 19 years of age to her parents.

She also told her parents that she wasn’t going to change and if they wanted to be in her life,

they would have to accept her as she is-and they did. This really motivated her to continue

being herself with confidence and pursue her career as a beauty blogger (Hopkins, 2023).

She credits her adoptive family’s unconditional love and support for helping shape her

into a confident, independent and capable person. She also thanks her school and her

teachers for helping her shape her personality and pushing her towards achieving her

dreams. This gave her the confidence to work as a motivational speaker, after finishing

school and then touring schools and businesses to try and make a difference in her

community (Hopkins, 2023). Her successful business, confident personality, and zeal to

help others like herself is based on the support she received from both her adoptive parents

and her educational institution. Moreover, she also would not have been able to develop

a healthy emotional and mental personality if she was not motivated by her teachers and

her peers. This is exactly what an inclusive education policy should do. By providing a safe

flexible space for teacher agency and identifying the distinct needs of its students, it should

have the capacity to nurture the true talents and persona of its students.

Conclusion

This chapter has provided an exploration of inclusive education, its significance and the

unabating challenges it faces. It has underscored the role of teachers as active agents

in implementing inclusive policies and the need for their involvement in the policymaking

process. The chapter has also highlighted the structural disadvantages that certain groups

of students face within the educational system, emphasising the need for a more equitable

approach to education.

The chapter, through the case study of Malala Yousafzai and her father, underscores the

transformative power of inclusive education and its potential to overcome societal barriers

and promote equality, while also acknowledging the complexities and challenges that arise,

particularly in contexts where social divisions and inequalities are deeply entrenched. It

highlights the need for a nuanced understanding of educational policies and their impact

on the everyday realities of teachers and students, advocating for a balanced approach in

ADVANCING INCLUSIVE EDUCATION: POLICY, PRACTICE AND STRUCTURAL CHANGES’ | 1439



the development and implementation of these policies to ensure they are not only effective

but also equitable.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=441#h5p-45

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

Finally, we would like to conclude the chapter by leaving the reader with questions for

reflection as the issues discussed in this chapter certainly do not provide comprehensive

answers to all the related questions. Furthermore, it’s important to note that the issues

highlighted will present themselves differently in each teacher’s unique context:

• Reflecting on your current teacher training and knowledge base, in what ways do you

feel prepared to enact inclusive teaching strategies in your classroom?

• Considering the structural disadvantages that your students in your classroom might

face, what policies and services in your local context can help you to address these

challenges?

• How do you plan to address the effects of structural disadvantages in your classroom

to ensure an equitable learning environment for all students?
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view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=639#oembed-1

Example Case

“Kezia is a 12-year-old girl from the Roma community, who recently started Year 7 at her local

secondary school. Kezia is the eldest in her family with two younger siblings and she lives with

her extended family. Kezia has an aptitude for mental Maths calculations and is a critical and

creative thinker.

Despite a successful first half of the academic year, since the beginning of semester 2, Kezia

has been increasingly absent from school and when she was at school she appeared

withdrawn. She also struggled with her end of term exams, and her peers have started to

exclude her from classroom activities and social interactions during recess times.

Ms Lee, a new social studies teacher in their second year at the school, is concerned about

Kezia’s declining connection with school and academic struggles. She suspects that Kezia

may have an undiagnosed literacy need and brings these concerns to a Year 7 grade level

meeting. Instead of addressing the issue, other teachers resort to harmful stereotypes about

the Traveller community, undermining Kezia’s academic abilities and associating her difficulties

with assumed, unconfirmed family challenges. The Year 7 leader, facilitating the meeting, fails

to challenge these views, frustrating Ms Lee, who feels helpless.

During a check-in meeting with Mr Schmidt the school principal, Ms Lee raises her concerns

about Kezia and the lack of an inclusive school culture. Ms Lee also shares that she has looked

at the school’s policies and found them unhelpful and difficult to navigate, and is unsure about
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the support structures that Kezia can access, if any. She was reluctant to share her struggles

with the head of school, however her desire to serve all students under her care superseded

her desire to fit in with her colleagues that she was starting to lose trust in. Ms Lee was hoping

to find an ally in Mr Schmidt as the school’s mission states that “we value diversity and create

inclusive learning environments where all learners thrive”.

Mr Schmidt and Ms Lee are considering their next steps. They want to take decisive action to

foster an inclusive learning culture that respects intersectional identities to serve all learners

(youth and adults), including marginalised community members like Kezia. They recognise

that the school’s policies need strengthening, and that providing training to staff on inclusion

related topics, cultural competence and the harmful effects of stereotypes would strengthen

the school’s capabilities to be more inclusive. Ms Lee leaves their meeting with some

immediate steps she can take, such as reaching out to Kezia’s family to learn more about her

difficulties and engaging the school counsellor. Mr Schmidt is contemplating his next steps and

has placed strengthening inclusion as a priority on the agenda for the next leadership team’s

meeting.”

Initial questions

This chapter explores the following questions:

• What is leadership in school?

• Who are leaders in school?

• What are guiding principles that underpin inclusive leadership?

• What do schools need a shared understanding about?

• How can inclusive leaders best manage and accelerate change?

• What makes a policy inclusive?

• How can we move from an inclusive policy to inclusive practices?

• How can leaders nurture inclusive cultures for diverse identities to feel safe and grow?

• How can leaders support partnerships for inclusion?
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Introduction to Topic

Central to this chapter is the belief that leadership is a skill that everyone can develop. From

this standpoint, all members of a school community have influence as leaders. Both adults

and students can become leaders for inclusion, by understanding they have the power to

influence their environment. To do so, school community members need to see themselves

as learners about inclusion, facilitators of inclusion and leaders for inclusion.

Building on this belief about leadership and the positions community members hold,

this chapter outlines four possible pathways to make leadership for inclusion happen.

The first pathway addresses the importance of co-constructing shared meaning about

foundational concepts related to inclusion. With a shared understanding of inclusion, the

second pathway explores how policies can be developed and operationalised to shape

expectations, accountability and inclusive cultures. Thirdly, a culture of care that is

underpinned with safeguarding diverse identities is described as essential for cultivating

inclusion. Finally, the fourth pathway shows how shaping partnerships within and outside

the school can strengthen inclusive practices.

Key aspects

Leadership in Inclusive Schools

Leadership in an educational setting serves the purpose of shaping the mission, vision, and

values and how these aspirations will be achieved. When a clear and compelling vision

of what inclusion looks like within a school is articulated, this can align efforts and guide

initiatives toward a common goal. Inclusive leaders inspire and empower others to achieve

shared goals by leveraging their influence to foster an inclusive learning culture. Leaders

who are committed to cultivating an inclusive school take risks and are willing to challenge

the inequitable status quo (Morrison, 2018). They are ethically driven to bring about change

that shapes existing cultural norms towards more inclusive ones that serve all learners.

It is important to be clear that leadership is not limited to formal titles and roles; it is a

set of capabilities and behaviours that all members of a school community can develop.

Leadership in inclusive schools fosters an environment where everyone sees themselves

as potential leaders, capable of developing the necessary skills and attributes to drive

inclusion and contribute to collective growth and development (Dimmock, 2011). Therefore,

leaders in a school need to see themselves as lifelong learners, as facilitators of learning,

and as leaders of learning. For example, a school principal who values what they learn

from the start, teachers will be able to make better decisions by gaining new perspectives.

At times, a coordinator in a school may be facilitating meetings where educational

practitioners are learning together about a strategic initiative and how they can

contextualise theory into practice. Teachers are leaders when they reflect on the way they
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teach, listening to colleagues’ observations and students’ feedback. Children who articulate

their learning preferences and interests to inform learning and teaching decisions are

leaders who determine their own learning experiences. Everyone in a school contributes to

building inclusive cultures by modelling key values and behaviours as learners, facilitators

and leaders of learning.

Inclusive leaders play a crucial role in cultivating school culture and ensuring the safety of

all community members. They nurture environments where individuals feel safe to express

their authentic selves, thus creating the psychological safety that is necessary for fostering

an inclusive school culture. Leaders can build trust through integrity, transparency, and

consistency in their actions. These actions set the tone for inclusion through modelling

behaviours that demonstrate genuine care, empathy, active listening, and respect for

diverse people and perspectives. Open communication, where feedback is encouraged and

valued, helps identify and address issues related to inclusion promptly. By promoting a

collective growth mindset and demonstrating that intelligence and leadership capabilities

can be developed through hard work and dedication, leaders set expectations and norms

that inspire others. This holistic approach ensures that a school community thrives within

an inclusive, supportive, and growth-oriented environment.

Students and Educational Practitioners as Leaders

When leadership is defined as a person’s role in shaping an inclusive learning environment,

by default, all members of a school community are leaders as everyone has the potential

to positively impact school transformation. In this section, we explain how both teachers

and students can make important contributions in strengthening inclusion in educational

settings.

First and foremost, educational practitioners serve the needs of students and as such,

practitioners need to refocus students’ needs as leaders by elevating learner agency and

involving students in decisions that affect them (Rodriguez and Villarreal, 2003). The

concept of students as leaders should not be a performative and superficial notion. The

same can be said about teacher agency, because there is no learner agency without

teacher agency. When decisions have already been made without the input of student or

educational practitioners, this can lead to trust being lost and demotivation. Rather, schools

need to intentionally develop all community members’ leadership capabilities and strive to

create meaningful ways for all to contribute to school decision-making (Quaglia and Corso,

2014).

A common misconception is when a school considers students as leaders resulting

in students assuming executive decision-making power and responsibility. However, how

students are viewed by teachers, and other members of the school community, is essential

for the decision-making process. As highlighted above, by encouraging students to

articulate their own learning interests and preferences and then incorporating this in
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pedagogy and curriculum, teachers are providing students with opportunities for shaping

and leading their learning. While inclusive practices are about empowering all students, this

does not mean that students have complete executive decision-making responsibilities.

Students as leaders involves meaningful integration of student voices into decision-making

around a broad range of experiences that they encounter at school. It is a co-constructive

process that values diversity of perspectives and contributions from those who are

experiencing the schooling system that educational practitioners create to serve them

(Rudduck, 2007).

An example of meaningful student leadership comes from a German secondary school

where a student-driven “Schule Ohne Rassismus” (School Without Racism) project was

initiated and implemented by student activists. Student leaders interviewed peers and

found that acts of racism were prevalent across the community. This highlighted the need

to shift cultural norms, hence teachers collaborated with students to successfully lead

the secondary school towards gaining a Schule Ohne Rassismus status. As a part of this

initiative, students led staff training sessions, were invited to contribute to strengthening the

school’s safeguarding policy, and the secondary students also shared their initiative with

the primary school’s student council and primary teachers.

By valuing students as leaders, educational practitioners hear their needs, maintain

relevance and are able to evolve their practices to serve the children and youth under

their care (Diamond and Spillane, 2016). Schools that are responsive to student input, are

underpinned by democratic values that respect student voice and can lead to academic

performance benefits and reduced rates of absenteeism (Kahne, Bowyer, Marshall and

Hodgin, 2022). An example of how this can be systematically established is by adopting

a ‘reverse mentoring’ concept. This is when the traditional mentor-mentee role is flipped,

for example, when students become the mentor to an educational practitioner or when a

newly qualified teacher or teacher new to a school is a mentor to a principal or head of

school. Reverse mentoring can offer fresh perspectives and fill in understanding gaps to

help leaders enhance how they serve those under their care (Israni, 2022).

Table 1 provides an overview of who may be referred to when using the term educational

practitioners. These are all roles and responsibilities in a school that influence inclusion

practices and that impact student learning. All of the roles mentioned may have alternate

names in various school contexts. It is not an exhaustive list, and should be used as a guide

to exemplify the concept of how all roles can be embodied with a leadership perspective.

Table 1: List of Educational Practitioners
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Educational Practitioners

Governance and Senior/ Middle
Leadership Learning and Teaching Support Staff

Head of School

Director
Principal
Assistant/Deputy Principal
Coordinator
Head of Department

Homeroom Teacher/ Classroom
Teacher

Subject Teacher/
Specialist Teacher
Teaching assistant
After school activity leaders
Support teacher/special education

teacher

Counsellor

Therapists
Secretary /

Receptionists
Caretakers
Transport providers
School Nurse

Principles Underpinning Inclusive Leadership

Extensive research and literature have been written about leadership styles and the

characteristics or dispositions leaders should possess. When considering leadership for

inclusion, a combination of these capabilities is put into action by leaders who are hoping

for maximum impact. A flexible and responsive approach to leadership is essential as

success is grounded in, and responsive to, the unique contexts that leaders are operating in.

Schools are shaped and driven by specific policies or initiatives that leaders operationalise

and put into practice. For example, implementing safeguarding policies may involve

directive leadership, while developing policies for engaging with community service

providers and leaders requires dialogue and responsiveness. Meanwhile, when striving

to transform learning and teaching with a school-wide adoption of universal design for

learning, a leader would achieve more sustainable practices if adopting a relational and

transformational leadership approach.

It is crucial that leaders have, at the heart of their adaptable leadership approaches, key

principles that positively promote inclusion. Leadership for inclusion is not merely about

enacting policy and practice; it is about embodying inclusive values. Guiding principles

support leaders with ‘living’ inclusion, as they serve as foundational factors that underpin

the inclusive behaviours that are modelled. Without a majority of these key principles,

a leader may stray away from values that drive inclusion. For example, a leader can be

democratic and take on a distributive leadership approach to implement segregating

learners from one ethnic background, or who are perceived to have deficits with literacy or

numeracy that results in greater othering and marginalisation . On the other hand, a leader

with ethical principles driven by inclusive leadership would design for greater equity with

initiatives that break down barriers for learning as opposed to creating more division.

The following guiding principles are organised around two components: inclusive leader

characteristics and inclusive leadership styles. The principles chosen are based on leaders’

experiences and leadership in schools’ research.
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Inclusive Leader Characteristics

Caring

Care is a specific activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and

repair our world so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes our

bodies, ourselves, and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a complex,

life-sustaining web. (Fisher & Tronto, 1990, p. 40).

Inclusive leaders care deeply about their work and interactions with others. ‘Leadership’

in educational settings is not regularly associated with ‘care’, but ‘ethics of care’ are

increasingly recognised as critical for leaders who seek to strengthen inclusive practice

(Myende, 2023). The social change that is needed for genuine inclusion requires leaders

who care about equity and social justice and how they interact with and influence people.

For example, a school leader that is given space to care deeply about their work will be able

to prioritise building relationships with the people they interact with.

Genuine care that leads to positive social transformation is an important aspect of

how we operate in the world more broadly (Cook-Sather, 2020). A leader that embodies

ethics of care holds themselves and others to account to move inclusion forward. To

successfully care about ourselves, students, colleagues and our environment, leaders also

need characteristics such as passion and self-awareness.

Passion

I get this feeling of passion, almost like a passion for the school.

I sense a feeling that she feels something that when the school achieves

that she has achieved in order for the school to be achieving

… she has always had a strong desire to maintain or improve standards and to better the

school

… to see that people are able to achieve (Parent). (Day, 2005, p. 579)

The following excerpts are direct quotes taken from interviews that illustrate how parents,

as well as children and school staff, appreciate leaders who are personally invested in, or

connected, to their schools. When leaders convey their passion for cultivating inclusion, for

their school community, for each individual under their care and for every learner to achieve

their goals – this passion can embolden and encourage others to be active participants that

contribute to furthering the school’s inclusive mission.

The ability to care and lead with passion, has been identified as a characteristic that

can sustain success in challenging learning contexts (Day, 2005). It plays an important role

in shaping inclusive learning and teaching because passion includes and conveys: moral

responsibility, optimistic enthusiasm, constant perseverance, urgency for action, genuine

valuing of others and more (Caldwell and Okpala, 2022). Understanding the role of passion

in building strong relationships has practical benefits for inclusive, caring and self-aware

leaders.

Self-awareness
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…teachers must spend time recognizing who they are, bring that authentic self into the

class-room, and invite their students to do the same. In this process, it is important to note

that the goal is not to be like our students. Instead, we must be as unapologetic, raw, and

honest as we can be about who we are, while creating space for our students to express

their authenticity and vulnerability in ways that have never been allowed before and that

support their freedom to learn and become academically successful. (Sealey-Ruiz, 2022)

Self-awareness and the capacity to ‘tune into’ the range of lived experiences and

perspectives of children, colleagues, and community members are essential. This begins

with tuning into oneself as leadership for genuine inclusion requires openness and humility.

Inclusive leaders are able to reflect on their own biases and comprehend diverse

experiences through in-depth engagement and active listening. Being self-aware supports

inclusive leaders in terms of leaning into their own identity and discomfort, particularly as

this can often be a barrier for having conversations about race, gender, sexuality, religion,

socio-economic status, etc (Talusan, 2023). The process of understanding one’s own and

others’ lived experiences has been described as ‘tuning’, or becoming ‘attuned’.

With self-awareness, leaders can recognise one’s own socialisation that informs

conscious and unconscious ways of knowing, doing and understanding the world. This

includes recognising one’s unconscious biases that can lead to having affinity with certain

people and groups and that can also lead to polarising judgements and exclusionary

behaviour. Being cognisant of the limitations of one’s own lenses helps us move beyond our

own perspectives to develop informed understandings from multiple perspectives (Cook-

Sather, 2020). For example, a head of school who is aware of one’s power and positionality

can use it to prioritise inclusive hiring for greater representation of teachers from

underrepresented groups. This does not suggest that power related to the position is used

in a coercive and controlling way (power over), but rather the sharing of power (power

with) is necessary in order to maximise every persons’ unique potential (power within) and

achieve shared goals (power to). A newly qualified teacher also has power and positionality

to make a difference in their context and spheres of influence, for example a teacher has

great power in the classroom and can intentionally form the content they choose to include

or omit from their unit and lesson designs.

By understanding ourselves and others deeply, an inclusive leader will be able to bridge

differences in order to develop shared ways forward that honours all intersectional

identities in one’s learning community.

Inclusive leadership styles

Leadership for inclusion encompasses various styles and approaches. The most effective

style depends on the individual leader, the school, the wider community, and the leadership

task at hand. Some key leadership styles discussed in literature around leadership for

inclusion include transformative leadership, distributive leadership and ethical leadership.
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For example transformational leadership nurtures the characteristics listed above as it

focuses on educational practitioners’ professional identity evolvement. Distributive

leadership fosters collaboration among and between educational practitioners, students,

families, governors, school evaluators and more. Ethical leadership ensures that decisions

are driven by socially responsible motives that transform society for good. These three

styles represent research-informed approaches that drive inclusion and foster a thriving

school environment. To support further learning about each of these leadership styles Table

2 shares resources that serve as a starting point for your ongoing professional inquiry.

Table 2. Leadership Style Resources
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Resource Short summary

Transformative leadership

Carolyn M. Shields & Kristina A. Hesbol (2020).
Transformative Leadership Approaches to Inclusion, Equity,

and Social Justice. Journal of School Leadership, 30(1),
3-22. https://doi.org/10.1177/1052684619873343

This article discusses how
transformative leadership

approaches can be utilised to
promote inclusion, equity, and social
justice within educational settings.

Carolyn M. Shields (2016). Transformative leadership in
education: Equitable and socially just change in an uncertain

and complex world (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Routledge.

This book explores how
transformative leadership in

education can bring about equitable
and socially just changes in complex

and uncertain environments.

Distributed leadership

European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education
(2020). Inclusive School Leadership: A practical guide to

developing and reviewing policy frameworks. (M.
Turner-Cmuchal and E. Óskarsdóttir, eds.). Odense, Denmark.

https://www.european-agency.org/sites/default/files/
SISL_Policy_Framework.pdf

This guide offers practical advice for
developing and reviewing policy
frameworks to support inclusive

school leadership through
distributed leadership models.

Alma Harris (2012). “Distributed leadership: implications for
the role of the principal”, Journal of Management

Development, Vol. 31 No. 1, pp. 7-17. https://doi.org/
10.1108/02621711211190961

This article examines the
implications of distributed

leadership for the role of school
principals, highlighting its potential
to improve educational outcomes

through shared leadership practices.

Ethical leadership

Nina Sharma (January 2021). Paving the way for Ethical
Leadership in Education. National Governance Association,

UK. https://www.nga.org.uk/media/ylteeeuz/
ethical-leadership-report-final.pdf

This report advocates for the
integration of ethical leadership in

education, emphasizing the
importance of values-based
decision-making in school

governance.

Jorge Berges-Puyó (2022). Ethical Leadership in Education:
A Uniting View Through Ethics of Care, Justice, Critique, and

Heartful Education. Journal of Culture and Values in
Education. 5. 140-151. https://doi.org/10.46303/

jcve.2022.24

This article presents a
comprehensive view of ethical

leadership in education,
incorporating ethics of care, justice,
critique, and heartfelt education to
unify various ethical perspectives.

In summary, inclusive leadership involves articulating contextually appropriate principles

that emphasise care, passion, self-awareness and adaptable leadership styles. These

principles help leaders create an inclusive school culture where everyone feels valued and

supported, ensuring the safety and well-being of all. With these foundational principles,

specific strategic priorities can be actioned in accelerated ways. The following pathways

outline steps schools can take to cultivate sustainable inclusion.
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Four pathways to inclusion

A shared understanding about leadership and inclusive leader characteristics as well as

leadership styles helps to create clarity across the school community and that all members

have a role to play in this process. Given these principles which underpin leadership for

inclusion, a school also needs to co-construct aspects of the school to strategically move

forward in order that inclusive cultures can be nurtured. To promote success among

educators and in the school more generally, four pathways to inclusion are presented for

leaders to address in contextually relevant ways in their learning communities, these are:

1. Developing shared understandings of key concepts related to inclusion.

2. Designing inclusive policies and implementation processes.

3. Nurture inclusive cultures for diverse identities to grow.

4. Cultivate partnerships to strengthen inclusion.

Each of these pathways has the potential to move a school forward if leaders provide

support and opportunities for positive interactions. If any of these pathways are neglected,

leaders will find that progress is likely to be hindered. In any school, multiple pathways

can be developed simultaneously. Together, these pathways complement and support each

other by providing multiple ways to achieve a goal when specific paths may be a barrier

to reaching an inclusion-related goal. For example, let’s take the example case of Ms. Lee’s

desire to support Kezia and the Roma community. It is clear that a shared understanding

about how best to serve students with Kezia’s background or policies, practices or

partnerships is lacking and fostering respect and understanding is necessary to support

Ms. Lee with achieving her goals. Consider how each of these pathways, if addressed with

Kezia and Ms. Lee in mind, would promote leadership for inclusion.

Each pathway’s purpose and importance is explained and examples of practice are

provided. These examples should be considered as starting points for strategic planning

and development for a school. Through strategic planning and development these

pathways can lay foundations so that steps can be taken towards embedding more

inclusion in educators’ daily practice.

Pathway 1: Developing shared understandings of key concepts related to inclusion

‘Shared understanding’ happens when the vision and core values in an educational setting

are clearly articulated, regularly discussed, widely disseminated and well understood. When

staff and students share an understanding about the importance, and key aspects of

inclusion, they are able to take communal action in achieving an inclusive and caring

environment.

A shared understanding and commitment to inclusion is essentialas it enables

communities to move beyond rhetoric in promoting meaningful participation of all
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members, irrespective of their age, gender, race, colour, caste and religion. A shared

understanding about inclusion is supported when there is space and opportunity for all

perspectives in a school community to be noticed, heard and valued. By harnessing diverse

perspectives and ideas, shared commitment to inclusion also leads to greater creativity and

innovation.

It is important for schools and school policies to reflect a clear sense of how ‘inclusion’ is

understood and enacted within their own contexts. Inclusion is a multifaceted concept and

understandings of inclusion are constantly evolving to reflect broader changes in society

and the world. One concept that has played a key role in shaping ideas about inclusion

is the idea that education is a ‘political act’. As Paulo Friere stated in his 1968 book

Pedagogy of the Oppressed, “All education is political, teaching is never a neutral act”

(Freire, 1968, p. 19). Decisions about what is taught in the curriculum reflect particular

values and ideologies that do not always mirror the lived experiences of all children and

their communities. For instance, emphasis on particular historical figures, the framing of

historical events, the choice of language of instruction, are all political decisions. Teachers

themselves might also make choices about topics that they teach, and how these topics

are delivered, that reflect their own values, beliefs and understanding about how societies

function. Politics are therefore intertwined with children’s learning, and it is important that

teachers are encouraged to reflect on their own teaching and learning choices, to ensure

that they do not unintentionally marginalise or exclude.

Developing cultural competence among community members and leaders is also

important for developing a shared understanding around inclusion, as this promotes

awareness of how diverse cultures and values systems can be better incorporated, or at

least considered, in planning and delivery. This could be achieved via continuous learning

and by providing development opportunities for teachers, including open, constructive

discussion of potential bias across all school policies and practices. Empowering

community members to participate in development of inclusion policies promotes

ownership of inclusion initiatives and ensures sustainability and relevance.

As part of developing a shared understanding about inclusion, it is important to have

open dialogue across schools around the importance of justice. This includes

differentiating between equality and equity. Traditionally, equality means treating everyone

the same. However, recent educational literature emphasises the importance of equity

(Hammond, 2014), in other words, a school environment provides resources and support

tailored to address individual unique needs, thereby ensuring everyone has an equal

opportunity to succeed. For example, providing extra language support for students who

might face difficulties with accessing curriculum content taught in the language of

instruction is an example of equity in action. This approach, supported by scholars like

Ainsworth & Ladson-Billings (2018), promotes a more just and inclusive school community

where all students can reach their full potential. According to Cobb and Krownapple (2019),
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successful educational equity initiatives require a shared understanding that moves beyond

diversity to fostering a culture of dignity and belonging.

Examples of how shared understandings can be disseminated and implemented

A shared understanding of, and commitment to inclusion facilitates action by ensuring that

inclusive practices are integrated into the full range of school policies and practices. One

example could be around creating a shared understanding of terminology related to gender.

When leaders, educators, and community members are well-informed about and sensitive

to diverse expressions of gender, this reduces stigma, promotes acceptance, and ensures

that everyone feels valued and understood. Practical actions to demonstrate this shared

understanding could include the possibility of Alias Careers that legitimate sexual identity

in terms of subjective choice.

This second illustration draws on the concept of restorative practice, which is elaborated

on in the chapter Restorative Justice in Schools: Implementing restorative approaches

to resolve conflicts and build positive relationships within the school community. Shared

understandings of inclusion that are widely discussed and practised across a school

community can support heightened awareness among teachers, which is critical for

acknowledging and addressing instances of exclusion and ‘othering’ that might not be

overtly visible. For example, students from ethnic backgrounds that differ from the

mainstream can be subjected to instances of microaggression or feeling disregarded.

These experiences are not always immediately identifiable, but they can lead to behaviours

that result in traditional disciplinary measures such as reprimanding both groups or the

detention of some students from the majority group, which can further isolate the excluded

student and might not resolve the issue. A more inclusive approach would be for the teacher

to facilitate a restorative circle involving the excluded student and the dominant group.

In the circle, an inclusive space can be facilitated for students to feel safe to discuss

key values underpinning inclusion and share their perspectives. The excluded student can

express their feelings of isolation, while the dominant group might become more aware

of the harmful consequences of their behaviour. This open dialogue allows for empathy

building and an opportunity to find solutions together.

By establishing core values, creating inclusive decision-making processes, prioritising

well-being, embedding inclusivity in organisational practices, and continuously monitoring

and evaluating outcomes, leaders can ensure their decisions foster a supportive, equitable,

and thriving community. This comprehensive approach enhances individual well-being and

promotes a culture of respect, engagement, and collective success.

Pathway 2: Designing inclusive policies and implementation processes

To foster sustainable growth, it is essential to outline a strategic direction that articulates

the school’s key purposes. A school’s mission, vision and values are operationalised
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through its organisational policies (Eredics, 2018). Policies provide clarity of shared beliefs,

values and approaches which the school adopts to achieve its stated mission. Without this

clarity, it can be difficult to achieve one’s promise to students and their families and to

hold each other accountable. As policies play such an important role in shaping a school’s

culture and learning ecosystem, it is vital that all policies are underpinned by inclusive

values. A well-articulated policy has the power to promote development, change and to

sustain an inclusive organisation.

In this section, we highlight two very important considerations in developing inclusive

policies: the first focuses on the ‘human aspect’ of policy: the importance of tuning into,

representing and engaging with, diverse perspectives in policy development and review. The

second focuses on policy content and external influences.

The human aspect of policies

The first consideration centres around the importance of connections between policies and

the communities that they are designed to serve. Successful policies ‘speak to’ people.

They are highly valued, well understood and grounded in shared understanding about why

they matter. As outlined earlier, some policies, such as safeguarding policies, may require a

higher degree of top-down implementation that may be less open to democratic processes

of development. However, effective implementation of such policies still requires a process

of engagement with the school community, to ensure that they are widely understood and

valued. In the case of policies that seek to promote genuine inclusion, these aspects are

particularly important. Policies drive practice, so in the case of inclusion, policies need to

incorporate diverse ‘voices’, carry meaning for diverse groups, and clearly articulate key

values (including care, respect and dignity) outlined earlier.

In a school setting, leadership for inclusion requires that the diverse needs and

capabilities of all students and staff across the school community are incorporated into

policy development and review. Where possible, students should be given opportunities

to participate in policy-related decision making. At the very least, the best interests and

well-being of all children should drive policy making and review. Democratic structures like

student councils or children’s parliament can contribute to fostering student leadership and

space for learners’ voices to be heard.

As well as representing children, inclusive policies should consider and reflect the

interests of all members of a school community, including staff, parents and caregivers,

and key stakeholders who share responsibility for supporting children and their well-being.

Teachers need to understand and ‘tune into’ the importance of engaging with and

embracing children’s diverse lived experiences in classroom settings. Support staff need

to engage with and understand the importance of inclusive language and a caring

environment. Parents and caregivers need to be encouraged to participate in policy

development at the school level, so that they understand the values that underpin

regulations, pedagogical approaches and other key aspects of school life.
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Policy contents and external influences

With regard to the second key consideration, developing inclusive policies in schools

involves recognising the interconnectedness of various policy areas, such as gender,

safeguarding, and human resources. Rather than viewing these policies as mere

compliance checklists, schools should adopt a commitment-driven approach that

emphasises growth and development (Wutschka and Lossen, 2022). This shift fosters a

culture where policies are living documents that actively support inclusivity and equity. By

integrating policies that address multiple dimensions of inclusion, schools can create a

more cohesive and supportive environment for all members of the community.

Inclusive policies must also consider external parameters that may be exclusionary,

including legal and cultural factors. For instance, Germany ranks highly on the legal index

for LGBTQ+ rights according to Equaldex, but public opinion is less supportive (Equaldex,

n.d.). This discrepancy highlights the need for school policies to bridge the gap between

legal protections and societal attitudes. Schools must be proactive in creating an

environment that upholds legal standards while also promoting a culture of acceptance and

respect. Understanding these dynamics helps schools to tailor their policies to both reflect

legal requirements and address cultural mindsets, ensuring that all individuals feel safe and

valued (European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education, 2021).

Policies within a school can significantly promote or inhibit progress towards inclusion.

For instance, a Language Policy that encourages multilingualism and honours home

languages fosters an inclusive environment where all students feel valued and respected.

Conversely, a policy mandating the use of English only (or another dominant language only)

sends a message that one language is more valuable and powerful than other languages,

potentially diminishing the cultural and linguistic identity of students (Blume, Gerlach,

Roters and Schmidt, 2021). This can result in marginalisation and potential loss of a

multilingual identity as students conform to a monolingual standard. On the other hand,

when a school adopts a specific language for instruction, but also explicitly supports

multilingualism and welcomes all languages, it aligns with research showing that students

learn additional languages more effectively when they can connect new knowledge with

their existing linguistic repertoire (Cummins, 2021). This approach will also ensure that

students with limited proficiency in their school’s language of instruction are fully able to

comprehend their rights and responsibilities.

To be effective, policies must be accessible, realistic, and their implementation carefully

monitored. Accessibility ensures that all members of the school community can understand

and engage with the policies. Realistic policies are those that can be practically applied

within the school’s context (Cairney, 2023). Monitoring implementation is crucial to ensure

that policies are not only put into practice but are also adapted as needed in order to

remain effective. By focusing on these aspects, schools can develop inclusive policies that
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truly support the diverse needs of their students and staff, fostering an environment where

everyone has the opportunity to thrive.

Managing and accelerating change

Managing and accelerating change to achieve inclusion requires leaders to strike a balance

between driving transformation at a pace that challenges and inspires, while also ensuring

that the community feels supported and capable of keeping up with changes (Abrams,

2019). Distributive and transformative leadership are universally acknowledged approaches

that will inclusively involve all community members in enacting change in non-hierarchical

ways (Gómez-Hurtado, Valdés, González-Falcón, Jiménez Vargas, 2021).

Successfully managing change in democratic ways means providing opportunities for

everyone to have a say in decisions that affect them. When community members

understand reasons for decision-making, they are more likely to accept the legitimacy

of decisions and feel more ownership to act. Transparent sharing of decision-making

processes brings more visibility and builds trust. Additionally, when community members

have a role in decision-making, they can clearly see future opportunities for participation

to act on change initiatives (Santana, Rothstein and Agnes, 2016). In order to ensure that

policies are transparent and visible, they may need to be translated into multiple languages

and formats, to reach diverse communities. Careful dissemination of policies can enable

parents and students to understand the importance and nature of school regulations,

academic requirements, and available resources.

Fullan (2000) highlights the need for ongoing monitoring and support for successful

policy implementation. It is very important to gather feedback from teachers, staff,

students, and families to identify challenges and areas for improvement. On-going

collection of key data should inform policy review and development. For example, if school

data indicates low scores for students who come from lower socio-economic backgrounds,

then immediate actions should be undertaken to understand the needs of those students

and to provide appropriate support. Another example could be that a school policy could

mandate bi-annual anonymous surveys and quarterly feedback sessions for all teachers to

assess school climate and operational effectiveness. For instance, a monthly “Feedback

Friday” could be established, where teachers and students provide input through easily

accessible online forms and in-person meetings, ensuring continuous and inclusive

improvement. For the students, a feedback wall could be established in the school enabling

students to provide feedback on important questions that might guide policy development.

Once this data is collected and analysed, a summary report highlighting key findings and

action steps should be shared with all stakeholders, and follow-up meetings should be

scheduled to address any urgent issues and track the progress of implemented solutions.

If the findings show inequity, then further analysis should be undertaken to understand

what caused it. A thorough action plan responding to the analysis should be made and
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implemented. The plan could consist of communicating and then allocating resources

equally to ensure that everyone’s needs are met.

On-going reflection on how policies are working across the school, and how they are

viewed by staff and students, is important to regularly assess policies’ effectiveness in

achieving an inclusive environment for all students. Furthermore, it is important to review

and update the policies so as to ensure that it is aligned with the goals and the vision of

the community. More information can be found in the chapter on Policy Development and

Implementation.

Pathway 3: Nurture inclusive cultures for diverse identities to grow

Nurturing diverse identities within school communities is at the heart of leadership for

inclusion. We use the term ‘nurturing’ here intentionally, as it reflects the importance of

on-going development and growth in valuing and embracing human diversity as a core

component of inclusive cultures and thriving classrooms. Genuine inclusion is an on-going

process that requires all members of the school community to take responsibility for

recognising, supporting and responding to diverse ways of knowing, being and belonging.

Schools are places where student and teachers’ identities evolve, and addressing the

following aspects helps to provide preventative measures that foster inclusive mindsets

and behaviours so that curative steps are less needed.

For example, if students are exposed to diverse role models in their curriculum, such as

black women as presidents, Roma girls as heroine characters in books and trans-activists

as role-models, students will then see possibilities for themselves which can positively

inform their future identities and decision-making. These steps contribute to mental health

and well-being and reduce biased, harmful behaviour from students and adults in schools.

As you engage with the following aspects, consider how these preventative aspects can be

cultivated to support the curative work that arises in schools.

Designing an inclusive curriculum

Even schools with little autonomy for developing inclusive curricula, can determine how

curriculum is implemented in their own context. Collaborative approaches that incorporate

insights from children, teachers and parents in planning, implementing, monitoring and

revising the curriculum can lead to curriculum content that reflects diverse perspectives

and life experiences, and that all children can connect with.

As teachers plan lessons, they play a key role in determining the extent to which curricula

are delivered to reflect and present diverse groups. In many schools, time for teachers

to reflect on the extent to which their lessons represent diverse knowledge and learning

interests is often limited. Allocating time for teachers to engage in shared planning on a

regular basis creates space and autonomy for teachers to work collaboratively in generating

culturally-responsive ideas for learning that draw on diverse interests and lived experiences
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of students in their own context. On the other hand, teachers who are regularly presented

with pre-determined lesson plans that prescribe overly standardised lesson outcomes, can

become disempowered. Teaching becomes a process of technical delivery that provides

limited opportunity for connecting with and responding to diverse interests and needs.

A range of frameworks are available for providing guidance on the inclusive

implementation of curriculum. Some frameworks, such as Universal Design for Learning

focus on cognitive aspects of inclusive curriculum. The Index for Inclusion (Booth and

Ainscow, 2011) advocates for a spiral curriculum where both locally and globally relevant

topics (like food security, mobility and the arts) are regularly addressed through

interdisciplinary learning. Other, more philosophical frameworks, provide insights into

indigenous world views on education. For example, the African philosophy of Ubuntu,

applied to education, emphasises inter-connectedness and ‘humanism’ in education. Four

key principles of Ubuntu can support implementation of inclusive practices in implementing

curricula: solidarity and interdependence; coexistence and harmony; compassion and

concern, and respect and dignity (Ngubane and Makua, 2021). There are many other

educational philosophies from different parts of the world that engage seamlessly with key

concepts of inclusion and we would encourage readers to explore these.

Identifying and addressing barriers to learning

While it is important to recognise that schools cannot be held accountable for meeting

all children’s needs, where there are needs that are impacting on a child’s right to safe,

secure and positive learning experiences, schools and educational settings must meet this

challenge. As Adelman and Taylor (2018) have highlighted, barriers to learning must be

understood as stemming from a combination of environmental factors, or deficits, as well

as the ‘needs’ of an individual child and their family.

An interactional view of ‘need’ that acknowledges potential exclusionary factors is

important as it enables leaders to identify where school policies and / or practices might

be exacerbating, or creating, barriers. For example, if communication channels with parents

and caregivers are only available via a single, majority language, this could exclude parents

from linguistically diverse backgrounds and affect their child’s access to various resources

and / or activities. If children are not able to see representations of themselves in the

curriculum, or in everyday practices at school, they are less likely to develop a sense of

belonging, safety and / or trust in school policies and procedures.

In earlier sections, we referred to the importance of the leader’s ability to ‘tune into’

the experiences of students, colleagues and community members in order to achieve

inclusion. This ability to genuinely listen to, understand and connect, with a diverse range of

experiences and perspectives, is key to achieving success in the inclusive implementation

of curriculum, and in identifying and addressing barriers to learning. One example is how a

school, during the COVID-19 pandemic, addressed a structural barrier for one kindergarten

child which subsequently benefited all the children. Multiple entrances were activated and
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coloured lines on the floor were introduced to guide children to their class and prevent

a feeling of disorientation. The strategy was developed to support the needs of a child

diagnosed on autistic spectrum disorder and proved useful in allowing all children to gain

autonomy.

Valuing open and shared decision-making

An inclusive, participatory approach to decision-making that is grounded in democratic

student leadership practices, serves as a preventative measure for nurturing inclusive

spaces where diverse identities can thrive. By involving students in decision-making

processes, schools foster a sense of belonging and empowerment among students, which

is crucial for their social and emotional well-being. This approach also encourages students

to take an active role in shaping their educational environment, ensuring that their voices

are heard and their needs are addressed. Research by DeMatthews and Mueller (2022)

highlights how inclusive leadership, that promotes student participation and collaboration,

can significantly enhance the inclusivity of school environments and support positive

identity development among students with diverse backgrounds. These practices are

effective in preventing identity-based harm, as they cultivate a culturally responsive school

culture where all students feel safe, respected, and valued, ultimately contributing to their

academic and personal growth.

Nurture a sense of belonging

Members of a school community experience a sense of belonging when they feel valued,

cared for and represented in policy and practice. Fostering a sense of belonging for all

intersectional identities is a complex process, as it requires leaders to engage authentically

with a range of possible factors that might cause some children to feel ‘othered’ or

excluded. These might include gender, ethnicity, race, language and disability. Children may

also experience a sense of detachment if they lack confidence, are made to feel that they

are not meeting academic expectations (or ‘underperforming’), or do not feel connected to

the school community.

Educational leaders and practitioners can support a sense of belonging for all children

and colleagues, by building relationships based on dignity, respect, trust and intercultural

understanding that nurture inclusive spaces for diverse identities to grow. This involves

creating a school culture that values every student’s unique background and experiences,

ensuring not only that diverse voices are heard and respected, but that this diversity is made

visible.

For instance, schools can adopt culturally responsive and sustaining teaching methods,

provide professional development for staff on issues of diversity and inclusion, and

establish support groups for various identity groups within the student body (Paris and

Alim, 2017).
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Caring about human resources

Creating a school environment where identities can evolve, learn, and thrive involves

inclusive human resource practices. Schools need to prioritise hiring, retaining, and

supporting teachers with a diverse range of intersectional backgrounds that reflect both

one’s learning community and society at large (The Leadership Academy, 2021). Some

schools have autonomy over who to hire, forming teaching teams and selecting school

leaders. There are also schools that have external bodies, such as local or state authorities,

that determine staffing in their institution. Whether a school has the authority to seek

individuals who possess both inclusive mindsets and skillsets or not, it is important to

intentionally further develop educational practitioners’ inclusive mindsets, understandings

and skills.

By intentionally cultivating practitioners who value inclusion, schools can build a

community where every individual feels represented, respected and valued. Leaders that

foster a culture of care need to also intentionally foster well-being among their colleagues

and across their learning community. Leaders need to understand that burnout is often

caused by environmental factors and is not a problem of the individual themselves, and

they can therefore act accordingly to ensure support is available for themselves and their

colleagues. The key to avoiding burnout is just better self-care but also having an

understanding of the impact of school-based factors on their working practices and taking

steps to create a working environment where all colleagues can flourish (Kelly, 2023).

While the effectiveness of self-care is limited unless an imbalanced work environment

is addressed, leaders and practitioners can also take steps to maintain their wellbeing.

Leaders and practitioners would benefit from regularly engaging in four types of recovery

activities during their rest periods: psychological detachment from work, relaxing, choosing

how to spend their free time, and doing non-work activities that give a sense of

achievement.

It is very essential to nurture an understanding of the importance of emotional, physical

and mental health. Some examples of healthy habits are shown in Table 3.

Table 3: Building Resilience for Leaders

Physical Health Emotional Health Mental Health

Good Sleep Self-awareness: Reflection through
journaling

Psychological Detachment
from Work

Exercise and balanced
nutritious diet

Regulate emotions by managing work
life balance Practising mindfulness

Self-care plays a vital role in nurturing well-being. By enhancing emotional resilience,

improving decision-making and empathy, ensuring sustainable leadership, and creating a

culture of care, self-care enables leaders and practitioners to support and promote an

inclusive and respectful environment effectively. When leaders and practitioners prioritise
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their well-being, they set a powerful example and create the conditions necessary for a

thriving, diverse community.

Engage in professional learning that values diversity

Professional learning and development are also critical in nurturing inclusive spaces for

identities to flourish. Leadership training should focus on developing inclusive mindsets,

and encouraging leaders to understand and empathise with the diverse experiences of their

community members, particularly those from minority groups (Talusan, 2023). Leaders

must also be equipped with the skills to manage difficult conversations on race and other

sensitive topics, as addressing these issues is crucial for fostering an inclusive environment

(Singleton, 2015). Additionally, managing social change involves more than implementing

new curricula or management systems; it also requires a fundamental shift in values that

impacts both personal and professional identities.

Creating a continuous professional development culture within schools is essential for

fostering an environment where ongoing critical reflection, questioning, and mistake-

making are embraced as key components of growth and learning. Leaders in schools can

support this culture by implementing practices and strategies that encourage continuous

professional development, collaboration, and a mindset that views mistakes as

opportunities for learning. These spaces provide a safe forum where everyone can

creatively express their thoughts and ideas and where diversity is celebrated.

Faculty development plays a vital role in supporting identity-conscious practitioners.

Educators should be trained to affirm learners through identity-centered learning and

culturally responsive and sustaining pedagogies. Recognising that practitioners continue

to evolve their professional identity development is also essential for leaders. These

approaches humanise all identities and honour’s each learner’s background (both students

and practitioners) by valuing diverse ways of knowing, doing and understanding in the

learning process.

Identify and address exclusionary practices

To nurture safety for diverse identities to evolve, learn, and thrive, schools must cultivate

a critical awareness and affirmation of learners’ identities among educational practitioners

(Wickner, 2020). This involves recognising and addressing exclusionary practices that

cause identity-based harm, such as bullying, violence, and other forms of discrimination.

By actively identifying these harmful practices within the school community, educators can

take proactive steps to ensure a more inclusive and supportive environment for all students.

Strengthening safeguarding practices is an essential part of this process. Schools need

to develop comprehensive safeguarding policies that specifically address identity-based

harm. This includes creating inclusive spaces and trusted systems where students feel

secure and supported. Additionally, educators should be skilled in equity-centered, trauma-
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informed practices, which are crucial for effectively supporting students who have

experienced identity-based trauma (Venet, 2021). Restorative practices is an inclusive

approach to improving and repairing relationships and social connections among people

who are victims or perpetrators of harm. These approaches ensure that the unique needs of

each student are met with sensitivity and understanding, promoting inclusive and nurturing

learning environments.

Implementing these measures requires a commitment to continuous professional

development for educators. Training in recognising exclusionary practices, developing

robust safeguarding policies, and practising equity-centered, trauma-informed care are all

vital components. By equipping educators with the necessary skills and knowledge, schools

can create an environment where diverse identities are not only protected but also

celebrated, allowing all students to fully engage in their learning and personal development.

Pathway 4: Cultivate partnerships to strengthen inclusion

Educational settings do not operate in a vacuum. Any agency that has an impact on a

student’s life experience and well-being, directly or indirectly shapes how a school operates.

If students live in safe, thriving communities and have access to resources that support

their learning, they are in a better position to fully benefit from, and contribute to, their

experiences at school. Successful leadership for genuine inclusion therefore requires

efforts on the part of schools to establish strong partnerships with community-based and

other external agencies. In this section, we provide three diverse examples of how school

communities can benefit from well-established partnerships and networks that connect

schools with external bodies.

Schools as community resource hubs

Schools can play a very important leadership role in supporting parents to navigate systems

of support that may not be available within the school itself, but are critical for children’s

learning and well-being. One example of where educational settings could provide

important support for children and their families is in facilitating connections with service

for children with disabilities and social support needs. For many parents and caregivers,

navigating the complex network of government and non-government agencies involved

in provision of services for children can be overwhelming. This can be especially so for

families with linguistically diverse backgrounds, or families who have little experience

of interacting with government agencies or administrative departments. This can result

in children missing out on important interventions. In a similar vein, information about

government subsidies and provisions for families on low incomes is not always readily

available.

Schools that have active and on-going links to local government and non-government

agencies that provide such services can play a crucial role in ensuring that equitable
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access to learning (through the provision of targeted supports) is available to all children.

In Ireland, the role of Family and Community Partnership Coordinator has been recently

addressed across schools to enact these important home-school-community networks and

partnerships, as part of the newly introduced New Start initiative (Department of Children,

Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, 2024). A chapter on Collaboration with Parents

outlines more ways to strengthen partnerships with parents.

Identifying and addressing diverse needs

Leaders can also support partnerships by tuning into family’s needs and understanding the

circumstances of families. This can be achieved by having an open dialogue with families

in need and then implementing support services. Needs should be co-constructed so that

actions implemented actually address specific needs – those which are not based on

stereotypical assumptions about what families may or may not need. Sensitively managing

access to services to avoid stigmatisation is a consideration leaders need to be aware of.

For example, a school where the majority of the student population come from lower

socio-economic backgrounds has seen attendance rates drop as students feel stigmatised

due to the lack of access to clean clothing.To address this challenge, schools could provide

a laundry service, free of charge, and equipped with washing machines and dryers providing

access to clean clothing and improving attendance.

Another example of meeting the needs of a diverse school demographic relates to affinity

groups and organisations for practitioners with marginalised identities where the school

demographic may not reflect them. In this instance, developing external partnerships for

learning can significantly enhance a school’s capacity to support and empower its staff,

particularly in addressing gender and racial disparities within educational leadership. While

women constitute approximately 70% of the teaching profession, they remain

underrepresented in senior leadership positions. To address this gender gap, schools can

partner with grassroots organisations like WomenEd, which aims to support aspiring and

existing women leaders in education (About Us, n.d.). By providing mentorship, networking

opportunities, and professional development resources. Such partnerships can help women

educators advance into leadership roles, promoting greater gender equity within the

profession.

Schools must also recognise and address the unique challenges faced by educators

of colour, who often find themselves underrepresented among colleagues and across

leadership positions. Navigating professional environments where one’s background is not

reflected in the broader community requires specialised support. Affinity groups, such

as the Association for International Educators and Leaders of Color (AIELOC), offer vital

spaces for educators of colour to connect, share experiences, and receive the support

necessary to thrive (About Us, n.d.). Partnering with such organisations can provide

educators of color with a trusted space, resources and community they need to navigate

and succeed in predominantly white institutions.
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By leveraging external partnerships with organisations like WomenEd and AIELOC,

schools can create more inclusive and supportive environments for all educators. These

partnerships not only help to narrow gender and racial gaps in educational leadership

but also foster a culture of equity and inclusion within the school community. Through

these partnerships for learning, schools can support all educators, with access to identity-

affirming communities needed for them to advance and excel in their profession.

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=639#h5p-51

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

Whether you are studying to be a teacher, a newly qualified teacher or a seasoned practitioner,

how you embrace and lean into your leadership capabilities will determine the impact you

will have on students, colleagues, families and your whole school community. How will you

nurture your leadership capabilities? How will you leverage your power and positionality in a

school to make a positive, inclusive difference?

The most common way people give up their power is by thinking they don’t have any

(Walker, n.d.)

How will you proactively guide yourself and others to act ethically and with care to cultivate

inclusive school cultures, policies, and practices?

Our sample case presented Kezia, a marginalised student in a school community that needed

leadership to support a change process to enhance inclusion. Consider Kezia’s needs and
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the support Ms Lee needed to successfully meet these needs. Reflect on key understandings

presented in this chapter and consider:

• How can Mr Schmidt and Ms Lee move forward with their next steps?

• What are some immediate steps that can be taken to support Kezia?

• What are some medium- or long- term goals that are needed to address policies and

school systems and structures?

• Which pathways for inclusion should they advocate for as priorities to put into a

school’s strategic action plan and why?

• Which professional learning and development topics should be prioritised and

budgeted for in this case?

• Which partnerships within and outside the school community can be leveraged to

support Kezia?

• How can data and systems of accountability support Mr Schmidt and Ms Lee to meet

their enhancement of inclusion goals?

• What leadership capabilities and styles do Mr Schmidt and Ms Lee need to activate to

address the current needs of the school?

Now, consider the most marginalised student in a school community that you know well.

Consider how you can lead others, from your position, to best support this student to access

learning and be supported to succeed in an inclusive school.

Reflect on these questions to consider the actions you could take:

• What are practical ways you can foster a shared understanding of inclusion among all

members of your school community?

• How best can you develop pathways towards inclusion that meets the most pressing

needs of your school community?

• How best can all learners be safeguarded to learn in inclusive spaces that foster

belonging and well-being?

• How can data inform the development of strategic priorities, decision-making and

action taking?

• How can partnerships be leveraged, developed and/or sustained to support learners

who have barriers to learning?

Elevating inclusion in schools is a complex process. It involves the development of mindsets

and behaviours as well as systems and structures. Aspects of this complexity have been

outlined in this chapter and topics related to inclusive schooling are given more texture in all

of the chapters accessible through All Means All’s materials.

Each child under our care deserves a leader who advocates for and promotes inclusion. Will

that leader be you?
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SCHOOL ASSESSMENT IN AN INCLUSIVE
EDUCATION SYSTEM - DO WE MEASURE
WHAT WE VALUE OR DO WE VALUE WHAT
WE CAN MEASURE?

Vana Chiou; Catherine Reid; Leslie-Ann Webster; and Merve Ayvalli Karagoz

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=667#oembed-1

Example Case

A school in a neighbourhood wants to build an inclusive educational environment. The

school wants to promote inclusive education through recognising and celebrating the

diversity of young people and staff. For example, it has made significant steps to organise its

physical environment for facilitating access for all. Teachers use a variety of teaching and

assessment strategies, depending on students’ unique needs and preferences.Through a

variety of activities it aims to support the socio-emotional needs of the students and to

enhance its connections and collaborations with families and communities. The national

education authority has issued a policy requirement for schools to engage in internal

assessment. The school is in front of a big challenge. How to organise an assessment

process that will be aligned with its priorities? Which are the important voices that should be

heard in the context of its assessment? How to collect the data? How to analyse them? In

which ways should these results help the school to reflect on its practices?
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Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. What are the core principles of inclusive education, and how do they relate to system/

school assessment?

2. Which steps are necessary to assess inclusive education?

3. How can system/school assessment be designed to promote inclusive education?

4. How can school assessment promote social justice and equity in education?

5. What is the role of stakeholders (teachers, students, parents, policymakers) in system/

school assessment for inclusive education?

6. How can technology be leveraged to support system/school assessment in inclusive

education settings?

Introduction to Topic

This section will explain why we have focused on school-level assessment of inclusion. We

will discuss different approaches to school assessment and how they can support inclusive

practice in the light of diverse understandings of inclusion across schools and countries.

We will show why assessments designed and conducted by individual school communities

can be particularly effective in supporting inclusive practice.

This chapter will support schools to reflect on why evaluation might support their

inclusive practice, what key areas they might wish to explore, what indicators of inclusive

practice might be used within particular key areas, and how effective school system

assessment might be explored through an action research model. We believe teachers are

“‘meaning makers’; they bring creativity and commitment” (Ball et al., 2012) to the work

of envisioning, enacting and assessing inclusive practice. Our chapter will support school

communities in developing forms of assessment that reflect their values of inclusion, in

planning assessment that help school communities to answer questions that are important

and meaningful for them (drawing on resources like the Index for Inclusion (Ainscow &

Booth, 2002), the Framework for Inclusion (Scottish Universities Inclusion Group, 2022) and

the many resources available through the UN and the EU in collecting and analysing useful

data and – most importantly – in putting this new information to work in improving inclusive

practice in schools.
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Types of assessment

There are many types of assessment associated with schools, some of which are very

familiar to teachers and learners, and others which can seem more distant and – perhaps

– less relevant to the everyday work of teaching and learning.

Many teachers are familiar with individual level assessment. This can be assessing

pupils’ attainment through formative and summative assessment, or identifying various

learning differences such as dyslexia. Individual level assessment is a hugely important

part of inclusive practice – how can assessment be made more accessible for individual

pupils? How can identification be used equitably and fairly to support pupils’ learning?

There are also some important questions about whether identification practices can

reproduce existing social inequalities. For example, Holmqvist (2020) describes how

identification of dyslexia was used to support the attainment of pupils in an elite school in

Sweden. Likewise, some groups (particularly affluent young people) may be more likely to

be identified as gifted than other equally gifted young people (Ambrose, 2013). Schools do

not always find it easy to recognise high ability in all. Looking beyond the individual level

of assessment could help us to recognise – and perhaps change – patterns of educational

injustice.

Another form of assessment familiar in many education systems is top-down

assessment, from local educational authorities or national governments. This kind of

assessment can allow for schools to be compared to each other within a particular

education authority or country. This kind of comparison can be very valuable when engaged

in international comparisons and when considering national policies in relation to

international frameworks produced by bodies such as UNESCO, but it can also have some

drawbacks. There are some particular methodological challenges when attempting to

assess inclusion internationally, including varying approaches to identification, assessment

and support, alongside definitional differences (D’Alessio and Watkins, 2009). Even within

one particular country, schools could be assessed on national measures which do not

necessarily match their own local concerns or challenges. This kind of assessment can

also often be quite time consuming. For example, in Scotland the “How Good Is Our

School” (HGIOS) document is 69 pages long and includes 15 sections, each of which is

further broken down into multiple themes, illustrations and lists of features of effective

practice and challenge questions (Education Scotland, 2015). This exhaustive approach to

school assessment can make quite high demands on teacher time, and consume resources

which might otherwise have been used in teaching and learning. But there are also other

concerns. There is a danger that top down assessment such as HGIOS can also change

school community practices and even values – schools can end up focusing on meeting

the demands of the external assessment and national policy rather than focusing on the

enactment of their own values (Ball et al., 2012).

International assessments are one of the most prestigious forms of educational
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assessment, and PISA results will often make national news (Picken, 2023). For example,

PISA 2018 Results (Vol. V) (2020) examines, school polices and practices in a relations to

performing materials and school staff and different types of assessment. However, there

are some questions around PISA and inclusive education. PISA has historically extremely

low rates of participation for young people identified as having special educational needs

(SEN). LeRoy et al. (2019) report historical rates of inclusion for young people with SEN as

being below 3%. The PISA rules also allow for (and even require) the exclusion of some

young people (Guez et al., 2024), permitting exclusions of up to 5% of the population.

These levels of exclusion are not a good match with how SEN is understood in many

countries, which can lead to much higher numbers of pupils identified as having additional

support needs. For example, in 2022 40.1% of Scottish secondary pupils (aged 11-18) were

identified as having additional needs (Scottish Parliament Education, Children and Young

People Committee, 2024).

It is also possible that some nations may inappropriately exclude large numbers of young

people. PISA has many rules about how many young people can be excluded from testing,

how many must be included and how many schools must respond to tests. These can

be misunderstood and misapplied by testers, and results can differ from requirements

without questions necessarily being raised by the OECD (Andersson & Sandgren Massih,

2023). There are also more fundamental questions which can be raised about the validity of

international comparisons. Given the unique history and context, resource availability and

cultural attitudes to education in different systems, is it meaningful to use the same metrics

to assess them? Kamens (2013) criticises the idea that ‘a school is a school is a school’,

that all schools are fundamentally the same and that the same metrics may be used to

evaluate them, no matter their context.

In any case, external evaluation provides valuable data and feedback to educational

institutions, which can contribute to enhancing inclusion in schools through reflective and

improvement practices.

Finally, teacher evaluation is another type of evaluation taking place within school.

Although models of teacher evaluation are significantly differentiated across different

education systems due to diverse educational philosophies and legislation frameworks,

teacher evaluation generally refers to the process of assessing the teaching effectiveness

of educators that was found to be improved after evaluation procedures (Taylor & Tyler,

2012). One main objective of teacher performance evaluations is to enhance the learning

experience for students, and on these premises, teachers evaluation can be used as a

valuable source for identifying factors that may affect inclusion-related issues in schools

such as challenges faced, need identification, and so on.
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School communities and assessment

While we acknowledge that all these approaches to assessment can be very useful, we

are going to focus on how school communities assess themselves and their systems in

terms of inclusion. In particular, we will show how teachers can use this kind of meaningful

and specific assessment to improve their inclusive practice using teacher enquiry (Alves

et al., 2024). However, we are not going to dictate one form of assessment that should be

used in every school as what counts as meaningful assessment – and how we understand

inclusion – can vary from practitioner to practitioner, and from school to school.

We define school assessment as an enquiry undertaken by a school community to

understand and improve some aspect of their practice – in this case, inclusion. School

community members such as learners, teachers, families and communities will work

together towards a shared understanding of an educational value, creating an environment

which supports agency (Biesta et al, 2015). They will plan and conduct an enquiry into how

their practice reflects their values. The resulting information will then be used to improve

inclusive practices.

The Evolving Concept of Inclusion

Although inclusion has been part of the work of schools for a long time, busy educators

may not always have had time or resources to consider what inclusive practice is, and what

it can look like in their school. We consider one of the most important benefits of school

assessment to lie in the opportunity for school communities to consider and to discuss

what inclusion is, and what it looks like in their context.

Inclusion is an evolving concept and has taken many forms in different times and in

different contexts (McCulloch & Sutherland, 2018). International definitions of inclusion

have exerted tremendous influence, such as the UNESCO Salamanca statement, which had

its 30th birthday recently (UNESCO, 1994). The Salamanca statement proposed that all

children should be educated in the same schools – schools for all – as part of a movement

towards Education for All. This was in contrast to previous approaches to education for

children with SEN, which had often focused on special teaching, special classes and special

schools (Lewis & Norwich, 2005). Salamanca offered an educational, a social and an

economic justification for inclusive schools and, along with other legislation such as the

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006), has had

a meaningful impact on how young people are educated (Ainscow et al., 2019). Another

significant UN initiative is the Sustainable Development Goals 2030 (UNDP, 2024), whose

17 ambitious goals underline a commitment that everyone is included, and no one is left

behind. Understanding this international context can be tremendously useful for schools as

they interpret their own national and local policy.

The European Union has also shown a long term commitment to inclusive education,

including both policy commitments and support and guidance. For example, the European
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Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education (European Agency for Special Needs and

Inclusive Education, 2024) offers support for members on how to implement and assess

inclusive education. The European Commission also offers detailed support for policy

makers and governments who are interested in using school self-evaluation alongside

top-down school assessment to support inclusive practices (European Commission &

Directorate-General for Education, 2020).

As well as looking at definitions and guidance from international organisations, school

communities may explore other resources to help establish their understanding of

inclusion. One important tool is the Index for Inclusion (Ainscow & Booth, 2002), which

is a resource designed to help school communities develop their inclusive practice. The

Index for Inclusion for schools is available online in many different languages (Index for

Inclusion, n.d). Other guidance may be found at a national level. For example, in Scotland,

the National Framework for Inclusion (Scottish Universities Inclusion Group, 2022) offers

challenge questions for student teachers, teachers, and experienced teachers to reflect on

their practice.

Constructing school community understandings of inclusion

While grappling with all these, many definitions can seem intimidating or even

overwhelming, it is important to see all of the above as resources for schools to put to

work in ways that are meaningful for them. Using resources such as the frameworks,

indices, supports and policies above can help school communities shape their shared

understanding of inclusive practice. It is our belief that through thoughtful, critical

engagement (rather than compliance) with national and international ideas of inclusion,

school communities can build a shared understanding of inclusion. Teachers, learners,

families and communities can come together to build a strong foundation of shared values

to their assessment of their practice.

A strong shared understanding of inclusion can also support schools to determine which

aspects of their inclusive practice they wish to explore, and what kinds of assessment

would be appropriate and proportionate for the time and resources available. We think it

is important for schools to determine their own assessments because inclusion can look

very different in different contexts. This can mean national contexts, but we suggest that

inclusion can even look different in different parts of the same schools – teachers may

understand and practice inclusion in different ways due to resources, teacher education,

disciplinary requirements, personal and professional ethics and external pressures such

as accountability (Ball et al., 2012). School communities, including learners, teachers and

adults in schools, families and communities should be empowered to explore their own

values and to understand and assess their own practices, and to plan for improvement.

Key aspects

Inclusive education aims to create an education system that can meet the unique needs of
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each student. To achieve this goal, a multifaceted school evaluation is essential to ensure

the effective implementation of inclusive practices. This evaluation process can include

many areas, but in this book chapter we will address the following five key areas that form

the cornerstones of an inclusive educational environment and possible indicators for their

assessment:

a. School environment

b. Staff

c. Curriculum

d. Learners

e. Family and community.

A comprehensive assessment of these five key areas allows schools to identify their

strengths, identify areas for improvement and ensure that they are on track to create a fair

and equitable education system for all students.

School Environment

Assessment of the school environment focuses on providing a safe, accessible and

supportive atmosphere for all students. Some possible indicators for school environment

assessment are mentioned below.

Safety

Physical safety requires that school buildings and facilities are safe and accessible, as

well as the establishment of emergency plans and procedures (Florian, 2019). Emotional

and psychological safety requires that students feel safe, respected and accepted, and

that the school provides psychological counselling and support services (Sharma & Salend,

2016). One of the important criteria to have in the school environment is a sense of both

physical and socio-emotional safety felt by students, teachers, parents and other school

members. It is important that all school members feel safe and believe that the school is

physically and socio-emotionally safe for everyone. Indicators of the sense of safety can

be physical violence, verbal abuse, harassment, bullying, and others. Practices that provide

students and adults with a sense of safety from physical abuse, verbal abuse, bullying and

exclusion (Darling-Hammond, L., & Cook-Harvey, 2018; Dary & Pickeral, 2013; Hoffmann

et al., 2021) are supportive practices that contribute to a safe school environment and

promote inclusion within the school (McCarthy, 2019; Shareefa, 2016).
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Accessibility

The accessibility of inclusive educational environments is critical to meeting the

educational needs of all learners. The physical environment of the school should provide a

safe and accessible learning environment for all. The physical environment of the school

can be defined as buildings, spaces and equipment (St Leger et al., 2014, Wilson, 2017).

The physical environment and infrastructure of schools should be made accessible to

all students. It can be said that accessibility refers to the extent to which something

is available to everyone. When something is accessible, everyone has the opportunity

to use it or participate in it. Accessibility happens when we discover and break down

barriers and create opportunities for everyone to participate fully in their schools and

communities. For example, something that can be used by everyone, such as an automatic

door, ramp or wide corridor, is considered accessible. In addition to that, physical access

to facilitate inclusive school physical environments should be enabling and enriching for

optimal learning and social experiences.When these elements are not present, all students,

especially disadvantaged students, are deprived of full participation and an equitable

educational experience. According to St Leger et al. (2014) social accessibility is also

essential. The social environment of a school is also a composite of the quality of

relationships between staff and students. It is about building quality connections between

and among all key stakeholders in a school community. Consequently, when the physical

and social environment is accessible to all students, they can make the most of and

participate in all aspects of school life.

Resources

Resources in the school environment can be listed as human resources, physical resources,

technology materials, educational materials resources, and curriculum. While physical

resources ensure physical access and safety of school members, educational resources

support the learning process and provide education that is appropriate for different needs.

Effective use of resources is critical to the success of inclusive education. The issue

of resources for inclusive education is theoretically intertwined, taking place at different

levels and within different academic disciplines, such as policy making, district, school,

classroom, students, parents and teachers (Goldan et. al., 2022). When assessing their

resources, schools can take the opportunity to identify opportunities and barriers to

resource provision, and to think about how best to maximise the resources available to

them within their particular policy and funding context. Educational spaces used in inclusive

education should be designed in accordance with the needs of all students. These spaces

should support students’ learning processes while also meeting their physical and

emotional needs. However, schools may struggle to access the resources required to

create such spaces, and may be required to make choices about what aspects of inclusive
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educational space to prioritise. Educational resources are teaching, learning and research

materials in digital or non-digital media and provide students with an additional platform

for learning (UNESCO, 2017). Areas such as individualised education programmes, assistive

technologies, libraries, computer labs, sensory rooms, art and music rooms, sports halls,

science labs, multi-purpose halls, and guidance and counselling rooms are critical to the

success of inclusive education. However, learning management systems (LMSs) allow

students to choose their own learning paths through a course in a non-classroom

environment and share information through tools such as forums, e-mails, chat rooms

and discussion groups (García et. al., 2009). Consequently, the accessibility of educational

resources is crucial for students to have equal opportunities by creating an inclusive

teaching environment.
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School Assessment Key Areas and Examples of Questions

Key evaluation
areas

Possible
indicators Examples of questions

School
environment

Safety

Does the school provide a safe learning environment?

Does the school have security policies and how are they
implemented?

Does the school have programmes or services to ensure the
psychological safety of learners at school?

Accessibility

Is the physical structure of the school (stairs, corridors,
classrooms) suitable for everyone?

Does the school have arrangements in place in the school to
facilitate inclusive education?

Resources

Does the school have tools and technologies that take into
account the diversity of students and are they suitable for
everyone?

Does the school have educational materials suitable for use by
all students?

Does the school have sufficient staff to support disadvantaged
students?

Does the school have library resources (e.g. Braille books, audio
books, e-books, digital resources, research centres) available to
all school members?

Does the school have mentoring and guidance programmes to
support the education of all students?

Staff

In the establishment of an inclusive school system, staff resources are recognised as a key

factor. All staff (teachers, administrators, psychological counsellors, administrative staff,

etc.) should be adequately trained and equipped about inclusive education. All staff should

recognise the diversity of learners (cultural, linguistic, physical, etc.) and know how to take
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advantage of diversity positively in the educational process. Teachers should be able to

develop teaching strategies appropriate to different learning needs and use technology

and other educational materials to make the classroom environment more inclusive. They

should be able to create a positive learning environment and prepare a flexible learning

environment according to student needs and should be able to communicate effectively,

be collaborative, open and sensitive to innovations. Schools should also consider how

they work with outside agencies or school staff, such as social workers, educational

psychologists and community paediatricians, to meet the psychological, social and

emotional needs of learners. In addition, having crisis management skills is another

important qualification. Administrative staff, as school members, are also an important

part of inclusive education. Staff need good communication and organisational skills.

In inclusive education, managers should have good leadership qualities. They should be

leaders who set a vision that embraces all students, encourage collaboration, support

teachers and other staff, create a fair and equitable environment, empathise and advocate

continuous improvement (Hitt and Tucker, 2016; McCarthy, 2019).

Professional development of staff on inclusive education practices is very important.

Staff should be able to benefit from professional development opportunities in a fair

manner without any discrimination. Instructional leadership is one of the important

variables that contribute to the professional development process (Cooc, 2019), therefore

the school management should offer these development opportunities to staff.
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System/school Assessment Key Areas and Examples of Questions

Key evaluation
areas

Possible
indicators Examples of questions

Staff

Teachers

Do teachers have adequate training in inclusive education?

Do teachers provide education taking into account the different
learning styles (e.g. visual, auditory, kinesthetic) of students?

Managers

Are the values of diversity and inclusion embraced by the
manager?

Do managers have leadership skills to support inclusive
education policies and practices?

What strategies and resources do administrators use to
improve the school’s inclusive education practices?

Psychological
Consultants

Do psychological counsellors have the necessary knowledge
and skills to meet the emotional and social needs of students?

Do they have crisis management skills?

Do psychological consultants have knowledge about bullying
prevention programmes and methods?

Administrative
Staff

Do the administrative staff have effective communication and
organisational skills?

Are administrative staff informed about inclusive education
practices?

Professional
development

Do staff have opportunities for continuous professional
development to enhance inclusive education practices?

Are the resources for professional development of staff for
inclusive education professional development sufficient?

Curriculum

Curriculum is a foundational part of school education, but it can often pass unquestioned

by teachers. As working professionals, we can tend to accept curriculum as a natural
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part of our working lives rather than critically engaging with it as a document produced

by a particular society in order to achieve a particular educational purpose. And yet the

work of the curriculum is tremendously complex and interactive. For Priestley et al. (2021),

curriculum involves “interpretation, mediation, negotiation and translation, across multiple

layers or sites of education systems.” This includes both the developers of the curriculum,

schools, teachers and learners. Kelly (2009) asserts the importance of the need for

teachers to have the tools to engage critically with curriculum “as a defence against the

imposition on them of policies framed by amateurs”. This is perhaps particularly important

when assessing inclusion, where curriculum can be used as a tool to include or exclude

groups in society (Kelly, 2009). This section will invite you to explore to what extent your

curriculum includes and excludes all learners.

Indicators – Curriculum Content

The following questions, and their accompanying notes, may be helpful when engaging

critically with the curriculum in your school.

Question One – What educational purposes shaped this curriculum? Does the curriculum

match the stated or implicit educational purposes of the curriculum?

• Schiro (2013) emphasises the connection between educational purpose and

curriculum. What are the purposes of education in your context? Are they explicitly

stated, or implicit in the curriculum itself?

• Biesta (2009) suggests three purposes for education – qualification (earning

examination results, valued knowledge and skills – including vocational skills),

socialisation (learning to live in your society) and subjectification (becoming a unique,

independent person). Do you think that the curriculum in your context helps school

communities achieve these educational purposes?

Question Two – Is inclusion fundamental to your curriculum?

• Does your curriculum address inclusion explicitly? Does it include inclusive principles

implicitly?

• To what extent does your curriculum teach learners about inclusion?

• The Index for Inclusion (Ainscow & Booth, 2002) offers some suggestions into how

the curriculum can support inclusion – or can exclude young people.
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Question Three – Is the curriculum informed by educational research? How often is this

reviewed to reflect changes in the research literature?

• In the Scottish National Framework for Inclusion, section 2 (Scottish Universities

Inclusion Group, 2022) you can find questions to help teachers reflect on their use of

research to support inclusive practice. Consider whether these questions make sense

for your context, and whether your curriculum draws on recent, relevant research.

• How do teachers access educational research in your context? Do they have time and

resources set aside to support this? Is research engagement supported with

practitioner enquiry ?

Question Four – Does the curriculum focus on the histories and stories of one particular

group in society to the exclusion of others?

• Does the curriculum include education about historical and ongoing social injustices

and inequities such as the history of colonialism or the oppression of marginalised

groups due to race, gender, and sexuality?

• In their blog, Johnson and Mouthaan (2021) identify the role of teacher education and

professional development in decolonising the curriculum and working towards anti-

racist curricula. Does their approach fit with your context? Or would your school

require a different approach?

• When thinking about histories and stories, consider whether the teacher collaboration

approach outlined by Olsson Rost (2022) reflects your current practice, or whether this

could be a model that might fit your school community.

Question Five – Which voices are included in determining the curriculum?

• Is this curriculum: pupil centred, teacher determined, subject discipline centred,

assessment focused? Whose voice is included and whose voice is excluded in

determining what is taught to whom?

• Messiou and Ainscow (2021) suggest the Inclusive Enquiry technique as a method for

making classroom lessons more inclusive, and as a way forward to promote equity.

The Inclusive Enquiry technique joins the lesson study approach with a reflective

centring of young people’s voices. To what extent does your school community view

curriculum as a negotiation between learners and teachers?

• If your curriculum is centrally determined, how much flexibility do learners and
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teachers in your community have about how it is enacted?

Question Six – How does the curriculum navigate individual differences?

• Must all young people learn the same material at the same time in the same way?

How much flexibility is available within the curriculum? What measures are in place to

ensure that learners are able to access the curriculum equitably?

• Does your school community insist that all learners learn with peers of the same age,

or do you offer opportunities for young people to learn with cognitive peers? How

much flexibility does your curriculum have to support learners who are different to

their peers? The World Giftedness Council proposed some principles for learners who

are more able (World Giftedness Council, 2021) – how would your school community

navigate these learners’ learning needs?

• To what extent does the curriculum include sufficient breadth and depth to allow

young people to make meaningful choices about what they learn?

System/school Assessment Key Areas and Examples of Questions

Key evaluation
areas

Possible
indicators Examples of questions

Curriculum Content

What educational purposes shaped this curriculum? Does the
curriculum match the stated or implicit educational purposes
of the curriculum?

Is inclusion fundamental to your curriculum?

Is the curriculum informed by educational research? How often
is this reviewed to reflect changes in the research literature?

Does the curriculum focus on the histories and stories of one
particular group in society to the exclusion of others?

Which voices are included in determining the curriculum?

How does the curriculum navigate individual differences?
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Learners

Assessment, as it is known, captures the learners’ progress throughout their educational

journeys by identifying their ever-growing knowledge and understanding. Additionally, it

supports the educators to reflect on and enhance their pedagogical practices. It is

considered one of the most powerful pedagogical processes. However, due to external

pressures at times, from policy makers, families and educators in some contexts, the social

skills and attributes of learners are often overlooked (European Union, 2024). Experiences

throughout education teaches us many interpersonal, intrapersonal and life skills. There is

a responsibility on educational settings to promote these skills among the learners, so that

they have an understanding of the everyday experiences of ‘life’ (McMullen & McMullen,

2018). However, Zaman et al. (2023) state that both life and social skills are the least

focused within educational settings where a strong focus is aimed at the development

of deep critical thinking and problem-solving skills. A key component of nurturing and

supporting social development skills of learners is the educator.

Within an inclusive school environment, learner assessment remains a critical

component that ensures all learners, regardless of their backgrounds, circumstance or

differing abilities, are provided with equitable opportunities to thrive and succeed in the

learning environment. An inclusive approach to learner assessment recognises the many

diverse needs of all learners and places a strong emphasis on the importance of tailored,

individual assessments that capture their ongoing achievements, skills, participation and

engagements. This type of inclusive assessment not only identifies the progression of

academic abilities, but also takes into consideration the social and emotional development

of the learners (Nieminen, 2019). Educators can create and utilise a variety of assessment

tools and strategies that creates an environment in which every learner can have the

opportunities to demonstrate their strengths and receive the support they need to succeed.

Incorporating holistic perspectives towards these areas of evaluation and indicators

within school assessment, foster a supportive and collaborative environment that promotes

the full potential of all learners. The following indicators, while not exhaustive, may be

useful to consider within your practice.

Achievements

A variety of methods and tools can be used to capture the diversity of learners’

achievement. (Andersen, 2023; O’Neill & Padden, 2021). Some of them are presented as

follows.

• Individual Educational Plans (IEP) to support all learners with diverse learning needs

to co-create specific, personalised learning goals to meet.

• Portfolios that have compiled collections of the learners’ work over the learning

period. This can be showcased throughout the year to support the learner to reflect on
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their growth, new and extended learning, skills and abilities.

• Reflections and self-assessments where all learners are encouraged to engage in their

own form of self-reflection and given opportunities to foster their personal growth.

• Collaborative assessment between learners where they assess each other’s work.

This builds a collaborative environment where learners are exposed to diverse

feedback.

• Parent/guardian and learner feedback that is taken into consideration and

incorporated into the curriculum.

• Reflections and self-assessments where all learners are encouraged to engage in their

own form of self-reflection and given opportunities to foster their personal growth

• Formative assessments including observations to see and document learners’

progression through group work, quizzes, and class discussions.

• Summative assessment methods to include various paths for students to allow them

a fair chance to show what they could achieve.

Life skills and social skills

• Observations play a key component in assessing learners’ life and social skills.

Educators can observe learners in various environments and scenarios. There are

opportunities to document interactions, communication styles, behaviour towards self

and others.

• Reflective journals through various written, digital or creative formats that encourage

thinking, feeling, awareness and creativity.

• Role-play, when carefully planned and sympathetically handled to strengthen

collaboration, knowledge and understanding of learner’s responses to various

scenarios.

• Group projects that require teamwork, collaboration and communication skills.

Engagements

• Learner voice and choice in the assessment process, having a say in their learning and

choosing the methods in which they participate i.e. assignments, routines, creative

projects.

• Mentoring supports where learners work in pairs with other faculty, older learners and

members of the community to attain guidance, support and encouragement.

• Interactive learning through technology with fun, engaging learning platforms and to

extend on the learners existing knowledge.

• Positive reinforcement through recognising and celebrating the learners’ progressions

and achievements that enhances engagement and motivation.

• Regular check in with learners to discuss progress, social-emotional well-being and
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any issues that they may be facing.

• Signposting services for learners who may be or feel at risk of disengagement such as

counselling and mental health support (Thompson & Carello, 2022).

School Assessment Key Areas and Examples of Questions

Key evaluation
areas

Possible
indicators Examples of questions

Learners

Achievement

How do we measure all learners’ progress?

Are there alternative assessments in place to capture diverse
learning outcomes?

Skills How do we assess the development of learners’ life skills and
social skills?

Participation

What strategies are used to ensure that all learners participate
in classroom activities?

Are there opportunities for learners to provide feedback on
their own participation and engagement?

Engagement

How do we involve all learners in setting their own learning
goals and reflecting on their own learning progress?

What initiatives are embedded to increase or enhance all
learner engagement, particularly those who are at risk of
disengagement?

Families and Communities for school assessment

Family involvement remains a key component in relation to a learner’s education. Through

the recognition of family involvement, particularly within the assessment process, provides

excellent opportunities to understand the learner’s ongoing development.Theoretically

speaking, at the beginning of early childhood education we identify the importance of family

involvement through the educational and community systems that are surrounding the child

(Rutland & Hall 2013). However, it must be noted that in order to have good engagement

with families, strong relationships must be built. Strong relationships are considered a

key underpinning to a sense of identity, belonging and part of a community, particularly

in creating and fostering inclusive environments (National Council for Curriculum and
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Assessment, 2009). Rutland and Hall (2013) further recognise the importance of family

involvement and highlight the limitations of their roles, lack of relationships within

educational settings.

Henderson and Mapp (2002) emphasise the benefits of parental and community

engagement including consistent retention rates and positive social skills. Epstein’s six

type involvement model highlights how family and community engagement between

educational settings promote a deep sense of responsibility and collaboration. These

partnerships may further create a more inclusive educational environment where all diverse

perspectives are valued, and resources are allocated efficiently to meet the individual

needs of all learners. She further states that family and community involvement not only

enriches their educational experiences, but also strengthens the social development of the

community therefore, fostering a culture of continuous learning and collaborative support

(Epstein, 2011). The following indicators, while not exhaustive, may be useful to consider

within your practice.

Communication

• Regular meetings and discussions in relation to the learner’s individual progress.

• Ensuring that all families receive information in relation to their child’s learning

through modes of communication in which they can interpret and understand.

• Quarterly information days/evenings surrounding news and updates about the

educational setting, trips, activities, parental and community involvement.

• Seeking family volunteering opportunities for further engagement.

• Developing parental committees and supporting shared decision making towards

policies, curriculum design and support services.

Connections

• Providing learners with real- world experiences through shadowing programmes

where they can attain professional skills and identify career paths.

• Developing partnerships with local businesses for sponsoring, funding, extra-

curricular activities and projects.

• Engaging in the design and implementation of community-based projects that ensure

involvement of all families and learners.

• Promotion and incorporation of the arts in the educational setting and community to

inspire creativity, a sense of belonging and identity.

• Development of cultural events and programmes that celebrate diversity and cultural

heritages

• Collaboration with community resources and wellness organisations

• Signposting for family resources within the community that navigates their

understanding of the education system.
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Engagement

• Designing types of surveys, suggestion areas and questionnaires for distribution to

families and communities highlighting key areas for discussion for example;

inclusivity, policy, feedback, improvements.

• Maintenance of communication- consistent with families through various modes.

• Focus groups and meetings to conduct with families and community members to

attain a deeper insight into enhancing/supporting ongoing engagement.

School Assessment Key Areas and Examples of Questions

Key evaluation
areas

Possible
indicators Examples of questions

Family and
Community

How can educational settings facilitate collaboration between
educators, parents and staff?

What methods of communication are used to keep all families
informed and involved?

How is feedback from families incorporated into the decision-
making process?

Connections

What partnerships exist between the school and community
organisations?

What events are organised to foster a sense of community,
identity and belonging among learners, parents and staff?

Engagement

How are families encouraged to participate in school activities?

What supports are available to help families engage with the
educational setting?

How does the educational setting assess the level of family
and community engagement?

What measures are taken to improve/enhance it?

Process of school assessment in an inclusive education environment

The development of effective school assessment models has received increasing attention
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in recent decades. European education systems and many others globally have prioritised

the school assessment as a powerful means to accomplish the quality assurance of the

education provided. The new trends in school system evaluation do not consider the

external and the internal assessment as two distinguished procedures, highlighting them as

complementary and beneficial to each other (Brown et al., 2018; OECD, 2013).

In regard to the internal assessment where primarily this work focuses, a recent empirical

review (Mason & Calnin, 2020) stresses out the added value of the internal school

assessment with respect to the improvements in school quality, teaching and advances in

learners’ outcomes. In literature, we meet a range of school assessment models (Brown

et al., 2021; Cambridge University International Assessment, 2021; Irish Department of

Education and Science, 2004; Msezane, 2020; NZMoE, 2016; Patil & Kalekar, 2014; OECD,

2019;Şahin & Kılıç, 2018) that usually are differentiated in their approaches depending on

the mission of the school, the objectives, the context of the evaluation, and the legislative

frame that guides the process.

Different education systems or schools may follow different or similar approaches when

it comes to assessing their systems in regard to inclusion (Aziz et al., 2018; Brown et

al., 2021). The process of school internal assessment consists of different phases and

each of them play a significant role in its consistency and its quality. Typically, all the

assessment phases are meaningful and include various activities that aim to contribute

to the successful completion of the assessment process. An overview of different

assessment models indicates that there are some commonalities in regard to the basic

steps or phases of the assessment. The common phases we usually find are described as

follows.

First phase: The planning and development phase which involves the following steps and

actions.

1. Identify the focus of the assessment and the priorities. At this first step, it is

important for the school to identify what it values highly as an inclusive school

environment, and how it thinks an effective inclusive school looks like. This

identification of the basic mission and vision of the school along with its priorities set

out will build the basis for the next steps of the assessment.

2. Define the objectives. In this step, the school defines the objectives of its

assessment which should be aligned with the focus and the priorities of the

assessment and what the school values highly.

3. Design the methodology of the assessment. Next, the schools design the

methodology of the assessment. The methodology refers to all steps that will be

taken to ensure the quality of the process. When designing the methodology, various

factors are taken into consideration based on goals of the assessment such as:
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• period and timeline of evaluation

• information sources

• areas and indicators of evaluation

• tools used to gather the data

• the process of data gathering, and

• the methods of data analysis.

4. Define the areas and the indicators of the assessment. The school defines the areas

of assessment and the respective indicators that should be in line with assessment

goals. The assessment areas and indicators should be chosen in a way that ensures

that different aspects of the school are covered according to the school’s evaluation

goals and no exclusions are applied.

5. Determine the information sources. Next, the schools decide on the information

sources that will be used to derive the evaluation data. In an inclusive environment, it

is crucial that all voices will be heard and all stakeholders and members of the school

community will contribute to the assessment process. The plurality of sources will

support the gathering of diverse data which should be considered in an inclusive

education system. Possible information sources could be the school staff (principal,

teachers, assistant teaching staff, other specialties working in school such as

psychologists, social workers, cuisine staff, cleaners, etc.), students, parents,

educational counsellors or institutions, other community members or community

organisations that have cooperated with the school. It is crucial for inclusivity reasons

the school to take care to inform all participants on time and to ensure that all will

have access to the assessment process. If needed, for diversity reasons, the school

should ensure that different assessment paths are provided for people with different

needs and capacities.Here it is important to note that schools should adhere to GDPR

issues as they are addressed by EU data privacy guidance and/or national legislation

frames. The protection of the personal data of all people engaged in the evaluation

process should be protected by the schools. Data should be used exclusively for the

evaluation reasons and anonymity of participants should be protected. To motivate

possible participants to take part in the school evaluation, it is crucial to communicate

the aforementioned rules on the GDPR.

6. Select assessment tools. In this step, the school selects the appropriate tools that

will effectively contribute to the gathering of the data. Such tools can be interview

protocols, questionnaires, focus groups, observations, reports, and others.

7. Define the assessment moderators. At the end of this phase, it is helpful for the

school to have defined the assessment moderators, the people who will be

responsible for the assessment moderation and the procedure followed as has been

designed.
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Second phase: The implementation phase of the assessment. In this phase, the schools

activate the procedure of gathering and analysing the data according to the initial

assessment plan set out in the planning phase.

1. Gather evidence. Based on the assessment design, the schools deploy the tools to

gather data. The data will be selected from all the information sources defined at the

planning phase.

2. Analyse the data. Using appropriate methods, the school analyses all the data to

produce the assessment results. These results will provide them with evidence on

their effectiveness and quality as an inclusive school system. The results will help the

school to answer fundamental questions in regard to its inclusivity as well as

practices and policies related to inclusion.

3. Document the results of the assessment. Last but not least, the school documents

the results in a way that is helpful and accessible to all stakeholders interested in it.

These findings can be presented with respect to the objectives set out initially and the

basic mission and priorities of the school. The overview of the results should give a

clear picture of the strong and weak elements the results revealed in relation to the

focus and the priorities of the assessment. The assessment results could be used by

different parties and for different purposes including the schools themselves for

improvement purposes, central educational or governmental organisations for the

external assessment, and by local educational authorities for management purposes

or for reporting to higher authorities (EACEA, 2015).

Third phase: Reflection and Action Plan phase. This phase follows the assessment

results and comes to add in the next actions needed to follow.

1. Reflect on the results. Following the report of the assessment results, the school

should reflect on the findings. Some reflective questions that might be helpful in this

stage are: What do the results show? What has been done well so far? What elements

need improvement? What did the school expect from the results? What has to be done

to improve the level of inclusivity in school? What were the effective strategies so far?

Which inclusive strategies seemed to work well and which not? What we learned from

the results? Reflective practices will help all schools indepedently of their inclusivity

level to problematise and think of possible actions that can improve the inclusion level

of the school.

2. Design an improvement action plan. Based on the assessment results, schools can

design an improvement action plan, if needed. The action plan should focus on

different aspects of the school which need some improvement, ensuring
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spontaneously that all participants will benefit from the changes that will be

promoted.

3. Put action in plan. Upon the completion of the action plan, the school put it into

action. This improvement plan will be assessed following the same assessment

procedure as it has been described above.

It is comprehendible that the process of the assessment is cyclical. It starts and ends from

the point it starts. It is a continuous process where each phase gives feedback to the other.

The assessment process is briefly presented in the table below.

Fundamental Phases and Steps of a School Assessment Model

First phase

The planning and development
1. Identify the focus of the assessment and the priorities.
2. Define the objectives
3. Design the methodology of the assessment
4. Define the areas and the indicators of the assessment
5. Determine the information sources.
6. Select assessment tools.
7. Define the assessment moderators.

Second Phase

The implementation
1. Gather evidence
2. Analyse the data
3. Document the results of the assessment

Third phase

Reflection and Action Plan
1. Reflect on the results
2. Design an improvement action plan
3. Put plan into action

Conclusion

The purpose of this work was to shed light on the school assessment in inclusive education

systems. Inclusive education is a door open to achieving social, economic and cultural

inclusion for all members of the school community and its foundation is a means for

an inclusive society (The Centre for Inclusive Education, 2021). From this perspective,

the quality of the education, the policies and practices adopted in an inclusive education

system can be explored thoroughly via a well-designed school assessment. As Cambridge
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Assessment (2021) mentions, the school evaluation is “an essential part of helping schools

to understand how effective they are”.

Recent research has demonstrated the advantages of school assessment for various

areas of schools (Mason & Calnin, 2020) which support them in “establishing an accurate

view of their performance against a clearly defined set of standards” (Cambridge

Assessment, 2021). It is important for schools to determine the standards that are

meaningful for them and do not depend exclusively on external evaluation standards that

might not be in line with their priorities and their inclusion vision. Their assessment goals

should be defined mindfully in accordance to their focus, mission, vision and priorities.

Without no doubt, in inclusive education systems, it is fundamental that a wide range

of key areas will be assessed along with the use of a variety of indicators and diverse

information sources across the school context. This will maximise the opportunities that all

school voices will be heard and contribute equitably to the school assessment as a whole.

The design of a school assessment in inclusive environments should adhere to the basic

phases and steps, as outlined previously to ensure reliability and validity issues.

However, the question “Do we measure what we value or do we value what we can

measure?” is one of the crucial concerns that an inclusive school needs to address in the

context of a school assessment. It is important for the school to define at the preliminary

phase of the assessment what it values mostly as an inclusive school and what an ideal

inclusive school looks like. The areas or aspects that are valued as the most important

for its inclusivity should be defined as the key areas for assessment. This process of

identification encourages schools to consider the fundamental areas, the information

sources and the indicators that are of high value for their mission to achieve inclusion and

ensure equitable participation for all school community members. Otherwise, if the school

do not define clearly its inclusion priorities during the planning phase of the evaluation and

do not determine the appropriate goals of the assessment which should be aligned with its

inclusion mission, there are high possibilities to value what the school can measure based

on other cases of evaluations or examples or guided exclusively by the indicators of an

upcoming external evaluation. In such a case, the school is distancing itself from its goals

and ends up evaluating what it can really measure. Such an evaluation can lead to results

that cannot contribute to a substantial reflection toward the school’s achievements with

respect to its inclusion vision.

To conclude, the school evaluation is a challenging but also important process for all

schools that aspire to establish a clear view on their accomplishments and their inclusion

related achievements. It is a means to reflective practices that can support improvements

in school inclusive environments and work effectively with external evaluations.
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Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=667#h5p-57

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• How can system/school assessment be used to identify and address systemic

barriers to inclusion?

• Do we measure what we value or do we value what we can measure?

Literature

Ainscow, M., & Booth, T. (2002). Index for inclusion. Developing learning and participation in

schools. CSIE.

Ainscow, M., Slee, R., & Best, M. (2019). Editorial: The Salamanca Statement: 25 years on.

International Journal of Inclusive Education, 23(7–8), 671–676. https://doi.org/10.1080/

13603116.2019.1622800

D’Alessio, S., & Watkins, A. (2009). International Comparisons of Inclusive Policy and

Practice: Are We Talking about the Same Thing? Research in Comparative and International

Education, 4(3), 233-249. https://doi-org.ezproxy2.lib.gla.ac.uk/10.2304/rcie.2009.4.3.233

Alves, I., Christodoulidis, A., Carpenter, J., & Hogg, V. M. (2024). Practitioner Enquiry as

Lifelong Teacher Education for Inclusion. Education Sciences, 14(3), Article 3.

https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci14030268

Ambrose, D. (2013). Socioeconomic Inequality and Giftedness: Suppression and Distortion

of High Ability. Roeper Review, 35(2), 81–92. https://doi.org/10.1080/

02783193.2013.766960

Andersen, K. (2023). What Inclusive Instructors do: Principles and Practices for excellence

SCHOOL ASSESSMENT IN AN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION SYSTEM - DO WE MEASURE WHAT WE VALUE OR DO WE VALUE
WHAT WE CAN MEASURE? | 1499



in College teaching. Journal of College and Character, 24(3), 300–302. https://doi.org/

10.1080/2194587x.2023.2224578

Andersson, C., & Sandgren Massih, S. (2023). PISA 2018: Did Sweden exclude students

according to the rules? Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice, 30(1),

33–52. https://doi.org/10.1080/0969594X.2023.2189566

Aziz, S., Mahmood, M., & Rehman, Z. (2018). Implementation of CIPP Model for quality

Evaluation at school level: a case study. Journal of Education and Educational Development,

5(1), 189. https://doi.org/10.22555/joeed.v5i1.1553

Ball, S. J., Maguire, M., & Braun, A. (2012). How schools do policy: Policy enactments in

secondary schools. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203153185

Biesta, G. (2009). Good education in an age of measurement: On the need to reconnect

with the question of purpose in education. Educational Assessment, Evaluation and

Accountability, 21(1), 33–46. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11092-008-9064-9

Biesta, G., Priestley, M., & Robinson, S. (2015). The role of beliefs in teacher agency.

Teachers and Teaching, 21(6), 624–640. https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2015.1044325

Brown, M., McNamara, G., O’Hara, J., O’Brien, S., Faddar, J., & Young, C. (2018). Integrated

co-professional evaluation? Converging approaches to school eval- uation across frontiers.

Australian Journal of Teacher Education,(12), 43. http://dx.doi.org/10.14221/

ajte.2018v43n12.6

Brown, M., Gardezi, S., Del Castillo Blanco, L., Simeonova, R., Parvanova, Y., McNamara, G.,

O’Hara, J., & Kechri, Z. (2021). School self-evaluation an international or country specific

imperative for school improvement? International Journal of Educational Research Open, 2,

100063. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedro.2021.100063

Cambridge Assessment – International Education. (2021). Education bried: School

evaluation. Cambridge University Press & Assessment. Available

at:https://www.cambridgeinternational.org/Images/637044-education-brief-school-

evaluation.pdf

Cooc, N. (2019). Teaching students with special needs: International trends in school

capacity and the need for teacher professional development. Teaching and Teacher

Education, 83, 27-41.

Darling-Hammond, L., & Cook-Harvey, C. M. (2018). Educating the Whole Child: Improving

School Climate to Support Student Success. Learning Policy Institute.

Dary, T., & Pickeral, T. (2013). School climate: Practices for implementation and

sustainability. New York, NY: National School Climate Center.

Education Scotland. (2015). How Good Is Our School? Education Scotland.

https://education.gov.scot/media/2swjmnbs/frwk2_hgios4.pdf

Epstein, J. L. (2011). School, Family, and Community Partnerships: Preparing Educators and

Improving Schools. Westview Press.

European Union/ Eurydice. (2024). Quality Assurance in Early Childhood and School

Education.https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/ireland/

1500 | SCHOOL ASSESSMENT IN AN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION SYSTEM - DO WE MEASURE WHAT WE VALUE OR DO WE
VALUE WHAT WE CAN MEASURE?



quality-assurance-early-childhood-and-school-education.

European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. (2024). About the European

Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. https://www.european-agency.org/

about-us

European Commision/EACEA/Eurydice, 2015. Assuring Quality in Education: Policies and

Approaches to School Evaluation in Europe. Eurydice Report. Luxembourg: Publications

Office of the European Commission.

European Commission, & Directorate-General for Education, Y., Sport and Culture. (2020).

Supporting school self-evaluation and development through quality assurance policies –

Key considerations for policy-makers – Report by ET2020 Working Group Schools.

Publications Office. https://doi.org/10.2766/02550

Florian, L. (2019). The SAGE Handbook of Inclusion and Diversity in Education. In M. J.

Schuelka, A. J. Artiles, G. Thomas, & C. J. Johnstone (Eds.), Sage Publications.

García, E., Romero, C., Ventura, S., de Castro, C. (2009). Evaluating Web Based Instructional

Models Using Association Rule Mining. In: Houben, GJ., McCalla, G., Pianesi, F., Zancanaro,

M. (eds) User Modeling, Adaptation, and Personalization. UMAP 2009. Lecture Notes in

Computer Science, vol 5535. Springer, Berlin, Heidelberg. https://doi.org/10.1007/

978-3-642-02247-0_5

Goldan, J., Loreman, T., & Lambrecht, J. (2022). Resources for inclusive education –

impacts of funding and provision. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 1–3.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2020.1821452

Guez, A., Ketan, & Piacentini, M. (2024). Mapping study for the integration of

accommodations for students with Special Educational Needs (SEN) in PISA (OECD

Education Working Papers 308). OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/ed03c717-en

Henderson, A. T., & Mapp, K. L. (2002). A New Wave of Evidence: The Impact of School,

Family, and Community Connections on Student Achievement. Southwest Educational

Development Laboratory.

Hitt, D. H., & Tucker, P. D. (2016). Systematic review of key leader practices found to

influence student achievement: A unified framework. Review of educational research, 86(2),

531-569.

Hoffmann, L., Närhi, V., Savolainen, H., & Schwab, S. (2021). Classroom behavioural climate

in inclusive education–a study on secondary students’ perceptions. Journal of research in

special educational needs, 21(4), 312-322.

Holmqvist, M. (2020). Medical diagnosis of dyslexia in a Swedish elite school: A case

of “consecrating medicalization”. The British Journal of Sociology, 71(2), 366–381.

https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12737

Index for Inclusion. (undated). Index for Inclusion—Developing learning and participation in

schools. Index for Inclusion. https://index-for-inclusion.org/en/

Irish Department of Education and Science (DES) (2004) School self evaluation guidelines.

http://schoolself-evaluation.ie/post-primary/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2016/09/

SCHOOL ASSESSMENT IN AN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION SYSTEM - DO WE MEASURE WHAT WE VALUE OR DO WE VALUE
WHAT WE CAN MEASURE? | 1501



sse_guidelines_post_primary.pdf.

Johnson, M., & Mouthaan, M. (2021, June 25). Decolonising the curriculum: The importance

of teacher training and development. Runnymede Trust.

https://www.runnymedetrust.org//blog/decolonising-the-curriculum-the-importance-of-

teacher-training-and-development

Kamens, D. (2013). Globalization and the Emergence of an Audit Culture: PISA and the

search for ‘best practices’ and magic bullets. In H.-D. Meyer & A. Benavot (Eds.), PISA, power

and policy: The emergence of global educational governance.

Kelly, A. V. (2009). The curriculum: Theory and practice (Sixth). SAGE Publications Ltd.

https://go.exlibris.link/gb08SMfC

LeRoy, B. W., Samuel, P., Deluca, M., & Evans, P. (2019). Students with special educational

needs within PISA. Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice, 26(4), 386–396.

https://doi.org/10.1080/0969594X.2017.1421523

Lewis, A., & Norwich, B. (2005). Special teaching for special children?: Pedagogies for

inclusion. Open University Press.

Mason, S. & Calnin, G. (2020). Supporting Successful Programme Evaluation at the IB.

Available at: https://www.thinkib.net/mb/

embed?mbtest=1&ref=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thinkib.net%2Fleadership%2Fpage%2F3208

7%2Fhow-is-ib-evaluation-changing

McCarthy, M. (2019). Factors predicting teacher attitudes toward inclusive education.

Indiana State University.

McMullen, J. D., & McMullen, N. (2018). Evaluation of a teacher-led, life-skills intervention

for secondary school students in Uganda. Social Science & Medicine, 217, 10–17.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2018.09.041

Messiou, K., & Ainscow, M. (2021). Inclusive Inquiry: An Innovative Approach for Promoting

Inclusion in Schools. Revista Latinoamericana de Educación Inclusiva, 15(2), 23–37.

Msezane, S.B. (2020). School Evaluation: Approaches, Frameworks, and Indicators. In: Leal

Filho, W., Azul, A.M., Brandli, L., Özuyar, P.G., Wall, T. (eds) Quality Education. Encyclopedia

of the UN Sustainable Development Goals. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/

978-3-319-95870-5_8

McCulloch, M., & Sutherland, M. (2018). The Evolving Concept of Inclusion. In M. Carroll &

M. McCulloch (Eds.), Understanding Teaching and Learning in Primary Education (2nd

ed.).

New Zealand Ministry of Education (NZMoE). (2016). Effective school evaluation. How to

do and use internal evaluation for improvement. Available at: https://www.ero.govt.nz/

publications/effective-school-evaluation/

Nieminen, J. H. (2022). Assessment for Inclusion: rethinking inclusive assessment in higher

education. Teaching in Higher Education, 1–19. https://doi.org/10.1080/

13562517.2021.2021395

OECD review (2019) Developing a comprehensive monitoring and evaluation system.

1502 | SCHOOL ASSESSMENT IN AN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION SYSTEM - DO WE MEASURE WHAT WE VALUE OR DO WE
VALUE WHAT WE CAN MEASURE?



https://www.izm.gov.lv/images/aktualitates/OECD_MONITORINGS_PDF.pdf

OECD (2020). PISA 2018 Results (Volume V): Effective Policies, Successful Schools, PISA,

OECD Publishing, Paris. https://doi.org/10.1787/ca768d40-en.

Olsson Rost, A. (2022). Strengthening teacher networks: Decolonising secondary school

history curricula. British Educational Research Association. https://www.bera.ac.uk/

publication/ strengthening-teacher-networks-decolonising-secondary-school-history-

curricula

O’Neill, G., & Padden, L. (2021). Diversifying assessment methods: Barriers, benefits and

enablers. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 59(4), 398–409.

https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2021.1880462

Picken, A. (2023, December 5). Scottish education performance falling, says study—BBC

News. BBC Scotland News. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-67580173

Priestley, M., Alvunger, D., Philippou, S., & Soini, T. (2021). Curriculum making in Europe:

Policy and practice within and across diverse contexts (First). Emerald Publishing Limited.

https://doi.org/10.1108/9781838677350

Rutland, J., & Hall, A. (2013). Involving families within the assessment process. Clemson

University.

Şahin Ş, Kılıç A (2018) School self evaluation model suggestion. Int J Instr 11(3):193–206.

https://doi.org/10.12973/iji.2018.11314a

Schiro, M. (2013). Curriculum theory: Conflicting visions and enduring concerns (2nd ed.).

SAGE Publications, Inc.

Scottish Parliament Education, Children and Young People Committee. (2024). Additional

Support for Learning (ASL). https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/

committees/current-and-previous-committees/session-6-education-children-and-young-

people-committee/business-items/additional-support-for-learning-asl

Scottish Universities Inclusion Group. (2022). National Framework for Inclusion (3rd

Ed).https://cdn.prod.website-files.com/653fc30601a80aefd5668009/

65fd9c8e7b644045bcdbdc5f_GTCS_National-Framework-3rd-Edition-2022.docx

Sharma, U., & Salend, S. J. (2016). Teaching assistants in inclusive classrooms: A

systematic analysis of the international research. Australian Journal of Teacher Education

(Online), 41(8), 118-134.

Shareefa, M. (2016). Institutional and teacher readiness for inclusive education in schools

of Hithadhoo, Addu, Maldives: A study of the perceptions of teachers. International journal

of scientific & Technology research, 5(7), 6-14.

St Leger, A. S., Lawrence, L., Blanchard, I., & Perry, C. (2014). Promoting health in schools:

From evidence to action. International Union for Health Promotion and Education (IUHPE).

http://www.iuhpe.org/images/PUBLICATIONS/THEMATIC/HPS/Evidence-Action_ENG.pdf

Taylor, E.S., & Tyler, J.H. (2012).Can Teacher Evaluation Improve Teaching? Evidence of

systematic growth in the effectiveness of midcareer teachers. EDUCATION NEXT, 79-84.

https://www.educationnext.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/

SCHOOL ASSESSMENT IN AN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION SYSTEM - DO WE MEASURE WHAT WE VALUE OR DO WE VALUE
WHAT WE CAN MEASURE? | 1503



ednext_XII_4_taylor_tyler.pdf

The Centre for Inclusive Education. (2021). Submission in response to the 2021 Disability

Royal Commission Promoting Inclusion Issues Paper. Available

at:https://research.qut.edu.au/c4ie/wp-content/uploads/sites/281/2021/06/DRC-

Promoting-Inclusion_C4IE-Submision.pdf

Tompson, P., & Carello, J. (2022). Trauma Informed Pedagogies: A guide for responding to

crisis and inequality in Higher Education. Springer Nature: Switzerland

UNESCO. (1994). The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs

Education. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000098427

UNESCO. 2017. “Open Educational Resources (OER)’. UNESCO. Accessed April 22 2020.

https://en.unesco.org/themes/building-knowledge-societies/oer.

UNDP. (2024). Background on the goals | United Nations Development Programme. United

Nations Development Programme. https://www.undp.org/sdg-accelerator/background-

goals

United Nations. (2006). Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Treaty Series,

2515, 3.

Wilson, J. D. (2017). Reimagining disability and inclusive education through universal

design for learning. Disability Studies Quarterly, 37(2). https://doi.org/10.18061/

dsq.v37i2.5417

World Giftedness Council. (2021). Global Principles for Professional Learning in Gifted

Education. https://world-gifted.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/professional-learning-

global-principles.pdf

Zaman, S., Dar, H., & Arshad, S. S. (2023). Assessing Students’ Life Skills and their Sources

of Learning. Review of Education, Administration and Law, 6(2), 167–179. https://doi.org/

10.47067/real.v6i2.323

About the authors

Vana Chiou

Vana Chiou loves teaching and training future teachers on contemporary

teaching methods and techniques. Her research interests include

contemporary methods of teaching and assessment, teacher training, inclusion and

education. Her published work includes editing books, chapters in books and articles in

Greek and international journals.

Catherine Reid

Catherine Reid is a lecturer in Teacher Education at the University of

1504 | SCHOOL ASSESSMENT IN AN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION SYSTEM - DO WE MEASURE WHAT WE VALUE OR DO WE
VALUE WHAT WE CAN MEASURE?



Glasgow. Her research focuses on widening participation in Higher Education for young

people from areas of high deprivation. She is particularly interested in highly able learners

and the role of teacher knowledge in education.

Leslie-Ann Webster

Leslie-Ann Webster is a lecturer in Early Childhood Teaching and Learning at

Maynooth University, Ireland. She has a deep passion for educating and

values the power of transformative education. Her research interests include children and

educator well-being, relationships, progressive teaching methods and a specialised focus

towards embedding trauma informed practices within educational settings.

Merve Ayvalli Karagoz

Merve Ayvalli Karagöz works as a lecturer at Akdeniz University in Antalya,

Turkey. She has a Ph.D. in educational measurement and evaluation. Her

areas of expertise include psychometric applications, educational assessment practices,

and item response theory. Her scholarly work focuses on advancing robust assessment

techniques that enhance the reliability and validity of educational evaluations, contributing

to higher standards in educational measurement.

SCHOOL ASSESSMENT IN AN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION SYSTEM - DO WE MEASURE WHAT WE VALUE OR DO WE VALUE
WHAT WE CAN MEASURE? | 1505



QUALITY DEVELOPMENT OF INCLUSIVE
AND EQUITABLE EDUCATION ON SCHOOL
LEVEL

Heidrun Demo; Rosa Anna Ferdigg; Valerio Ferrero; and Veronica Punzo

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=444#oembed-1

Example Case

For some years, a vocational school in a city suburb has been experiencing the drop out of a

considerable number of students. Both teachers and school leaders are worrying, but they feel

quite powerless to change the situation. The students’ population is characterised by a wide

heterogeneity. The school leader, the teachers and the parents are complaining about the high

fluctuation of teachers and about frequent violent episodes at school. Especially students with

lower performances or disadvantaged social backgrounds are often victims of mobbing and,

as a consequence, some of them leave school.

Looking deeper at the situation and talking with teachers, the impression is that teachers

choose the school only to have a job, with the purpose of moving to another school as soon as

possible, because they feel overwhelmed by the challenging context. “I’m really not prepared

for such a job, I’m a good mathematics teacher, but I can’t deal with all these social and

educational problems,” said a teacher who applied from another school.

The external evaluation pointed out the low inclusive quality of the school.
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Initial questions

1. What is meant by the quality of inclusive and equitable education?

2. Which processes sustain the quality development of inclusive and equitable

education?

3. What is the teacher’s role in quality development of inclusive and equitable education?

4. How do students participate in the quality development of inclusive and equitable

education?

5. Which actors are more important for the quality development of inclusive and

equitable education?

Introduction to Topic

In this chapter, we focus on the quality development of equitable and inclusive education on

the level of single educational institutions, like a school or a kindergarten. In an attempt to

develop a theoretical-practical reflection useful for future teachers, we want to emphasise

how the commitment to inclusion and equity should not only concern specific categories,

but all students. Furthermore, we see it as a systemic issue: the individual work done

by teachers and students in their own classroom needs to be accompanied with the

reflection and improvement of school cultures and organisational practices so that the

quality development of inclusive and equitable education becomes structural and is

understood as a recursive circle.

After having clarified on a theoretical-conceptual level what we mean by quality

development of inclusive and equitable education, we focus on processes that can be

activated. The emphasis is on the participation of all actors, since equity and inclusion

are not only to be understood as aims, but also as approaches that foster the various

improvement paths. In doing so, the focus on the students’ contribution is crucial: inclusion-

development cannot exclude the school’s main protagonists. This can be challenging within

the asymmetric relationship between adults and children and youth at school. Also, for that

reason, the quality development of inclusive and equitable education is a process that has

never been completed once and for all, and which urges us to imagine virtuous paths to be

co-designed for a democratic education.
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Key aspects

Quality of Inclusive and Equitable Education: a definition and a frame of
reference

With the combined use of the terms inclusion and equity we intend to refer, as other

authors also do (Ainscow, 2020; Florian, 2017), to a broad understanding of inclusion

as described in the Sustainability Development Goal 4 of the UNESCO Agenda 2030 for

Sustainable Development. As elaborated in the “Education 2030 Framework for action”

(2015) the Goal 4 lays inclusion and equity as the foundations for high quality in education

and stresses that all forms of exclusion, marginalisation, discrimination and inequalities

in access, participation and learning need to be addressed. This implies the development

of democratic educational communities committed to offering to all learner’s high quality

participation opportunities and differs from narrow conceptualisations of inclusion

focusing on the specific social and academic needs of children with so-called Special

Educational Needs (SEN) in mainstream settings (Göransson & Nilholm, 2014).

We understand inclusive and equitable education as a process that is continuously

oriented to increase presence, learning progress and participation (Ainscow, 2020) of all

learners, with a specific attention to those that experience more barriers in the actual school

system and are therefore more at risk of exclusion, underachievement or marginalisation.

In doing so, we refer to the idea of social justice in education that calls for a constant

commitment to ensure that everyone receives an excellent education that supports the

development of the capabilities that are indispensable to lead a fulfilling life and exercise

citizenship.

The contribution of post-colonial studies (Aman, 2017; Ashcroft et al, 2013; Young, 2020)

and intersectional theory (Crenshaw, 2017; Hill Collins, 2019) allow us to emphasise the

need to decentralise our gaze and to consider the multiple variables that come into play in

people’s educational and life paths: the commitment to equity only becomes concrete if we

do not give in to compensatory logics whereby there is a norm to strive for and if quality

standards are contextualised and not given once and for all (Kyriakides et al., 2020).

The development of inclusive and equitable education is complex and requires, this

is our view, a systemic understanding (Ainscow, 2005; Kinsella & Senior, 2008). This

understanding implies that change towards inclusion and equity in schools cannot be

simplified as rules, action plans, single activities expected to impact linearly on all students’

learning and participation. Rather, change requires “social learning processes within a

given workplace that influence people’s actions and, indeed, the thinking that informs

these actions” (Ainscow, 2005: 113). Within a school these processes, as suggested in

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological understanding of organisations (1979), needs to be activated

at several levels: the individual level of teachers and other professionals, the team level

of classes or other collegial working groups, the whole school level, up to the level of the
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school within the networks of its community. Furthermore, even if this moves beyond the

intentions of this chapter, the single school institution needs to be recognised as part of

a school system and of a society, that set principles and regulations that can influence –

sustain or hinder – the quality development. Summing up, the systemic understanding of

inclusive development warns of failure, there is a risk of over-simplified representations of

the process and points out the importance of considering several levels of the educational

system and their interactions.

For the definition of quality towards which development processes head to, we refer

to the Index for Inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2011). The tool, explicitly designed for the

development of inclusive schools, was firstly published in 2000 and then successfully

translated and adapted into more than 30 languages. It shares the broad and systemic

understanding of inclusion and equity in education outlined above and declines it in a set

of indicators that describe how inclusive and equitable education looks in everyday life in

schools. Indicators are organised on three main dimensions:

1. the dimension of inclusive cultures, with indicators related to values and relationships

in the school;

2. the dimension of inclusive policies, that comprehends indicators addressing

organisational aspects of school;

3. the dimension of inclusive practices, where indicators on the way learning and teaching

is organised are collected.

Processes that sustain the quality development of inclusive and equitable
education: reflection, research, and evaluation in a participatory pathway

The international community recalls the importance of quality education and training to

improve the living conditions of individuals, communities, and societies. The quality

development of inclusive and equitable education should be promoted by educational

policies and supported by ethical values within schools, school leadership, and teachers’

teaching practices. The perspective of inclusive and equitable education, in its broadest

sense as a perspective of valuing the differences of each element (cultural, individual,

contextual), involved in the educational and social process emphasises shared inclusive

values. In other words, the prerequisite for being able to speak of processes that support

an inclusive and equitable education is the commitment to certain pedagogical principles

and values that are ethically coherent with the idea of inclusion and equity. Therefore,

authentic attempts to foster agreement around these common values are necessary for the

development of high-quality, inclusive, and equitable education. This can be reached with

an open and constructive dialogue among all parties involved in the educational process,

including teachers, students, families, and school administrators.

A framework that can help in the promotion of an inclusive dialogue on values within a
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school is provided by the Index for Inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2011), already introduced

above. The work puts forward a set of inclusive values: equity, rights, participation,

community, respect for diversity, sustainability, non-violence, trust, compassion, honesty,

courage, joy, love, hope, optimism, and beauty. They can inspire and invite to critically reflect

on inclusive values and tailor them to their own educational context. In this way, the Index

for Inclusion turns into a useful instrument for enabling a value-based school development

where every student can experience a sense of acceptance, worth, and agency in their own

education.

Reflective and research-oriented processes

The value system described in the Index requires actors in the educational context at

all levels to take an approach oriented toward reflection and research for solutions by

participatory change. Proceeding in the exploration of the processes that support the

quality development of inclusive and equitable education highlights the importance of

cultivating an overarching reflective attitude within school communities. Reflective practice

is a concept that should be introduced into the operational dimension of the school as

it is very important for its improvement (Maksimović & Osmanović, 2018). This means

that all actors in the educational context spend time planning and reflecting on what they

want to achieve, what the advantages and disadvantages are, what works well, and what

needs to be changed and improved. Besides the fact that reflective practice influences the

introduction of positive changes in educational practice, it is also a process for developing

the quality of inclusive and equitable education. Reflective practice guides the work of the

actors in the educational context toward finding the positive changes they want to produce

in planning actions for the quality development of inclusive and equitable education

(Ainscow, 2005).

Consequently, the reflective process, both during the planning and during the work itself,

is directly connected with the pedagogical research process of concrete actions to remove

the obstacles that hinder the development of inclusive and equitable education. The

research process is not linear as developing the quality of inclusive and equitable education

is always something more complex and challenging because each educational institution

has its own specific needs and characteristics, its own unique resources and capacities.

Self-Evaluation in the quality development process

Reflective and research-oriented development usually contains an evaluation phase, within

schools taking a look at the “state of the art.” It is an unavoidable step that needs to

be taken for monitoring the achievement of the goals identified during the reflection and

research processes. Basically, evaluation, if understood with a formative function, should be

oriented towards a quality development of inclusive and equitable education. Its aim is not
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to produce rankings or to force competition between classes or teachers. School leaders

have a great responsibility to lead the evaluation processes and results in a formative way.

Evaluation can have different starting points. ”Concepts for self-evaluation are often

combined with external evaluation as a new task for local and regional school authorities”

(Buhren in Nevo, 2002: 262). Self-evaluation at school level can be mandatory or not

for schools, but usually schools have a large range of choices about the topics to be

evaluated, instruments and methodological approaches. According to MacBeath (1999)

self-evaluation of schools should be led by a framework based on criteria referring to the

essential purposes of education, which involves all parties involved by creating an inclusive

climate, which provides starting points and guidelines without being prescriptive and which

is flexible enough to use in a variety of contents and ways. In order to develop the quality

of a single school or kindergarten, the reference to an inclusive focused framework, such

as the Index for Inclusion, is needed. The methodological approach can be quantitative,

qualitative or mixed, where the indicators become items for questionnaires or the values

objects for discussions within the school community. Tannenbergerovà et al. describes

useful formulations of indicators (Tannenbergerovà et al., 2018) based even on the Index

for Inclusion and gives a rich overview of selected studies about quantitative and qualitative

tools – mainly questionnaires – for evaluating school quality. The choice of the instruments

mainly depends on the skills of the teachers in-charge (of course the school can also

appoint evaluation experts from outside to develop the evaluation design and as support for

the more technical part) or even on the dimension and complexity of the topic that should

be evaluated (Simons in Nevo, 2002). An important precondition for a successful evaluation

is to conduct the process following a structure like this (Kempfert & Rolff, 2018; Pfeil &

Müller, 2020; Stockmann, 2007):

1. Focus on the topic

2. Definition of the target group

3. Choice of the instruments

4. Data collection

5. Evaluation of the collected data

6. Data presentation to the school community

7. Interpretation of data in a cooperative approach

8. Conclusion and derivation of changing measures

9. Evaluation of the applied measures after a while

Participation: the key element of inclusive and equitable quality development

Participation is a key element of democratic and inclusive practice. All forms of

participation share an important pedagogical relevance because they are important tools

for active citizenship education in a heterogeneous society (Sant, 2019).
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For this reason, it is important to reflect on a number of issues, such as the function

of participation in sustainable development and the place of schools in educating for

participation and thus for democracy (Lysgaard & Simovska, 2015).

The presented reflections highlight that an important characteristic of participation forms

and sharing processes is the relevance of the school sphere as a context for participatory

action.

The school context is a sphere/place of action for effective qualitative change through

participatory practices in which all school actors are “everyday makers” (Bang, 2005).

At the basis of this engagement is the reconstitution of collective identity based on the

project of change towards qualitative improvement.

In order to build participatory development, it is necessary to have cultural resources

and practices oriented towards constructive interaction in the sign of a reciprocal, non-

hierarchical, open-to-listening, conflict-transforming confrontation. In general, a

participatory development process is based on an approach of recognition, negotiation and

cooperation in which interests and not positions are focused on (De Jong et al., 2019). In a

participatory development process, an exploratory mode prevails in order to make everyone

open to express their thoughts in order to include the many different points of view involved

(Forester, 1999) and to build an active trust constantly sustained in a process of openness

to the other, reciprocity and reflexivity (Giddens, 1994).

At the heart of the processes for seeking changes in school practice is the development

of a common language and sharing values where members of the community can talk

to each other about their practice and experience (Ainscow et al., 2013) in an exchange

that, as discussed below, starts at the class level/group level (i.e., in smaller groups, class

teams, multi-professional teams, subject working groups) and goes all the way up to broad

participatory practices such as at school/organisation level due to the presence of school

leaders who are committed to inclusive values and a leadership style that encourages a

range of teachers to participate in leadership functions (Ainscow et al., 2013).

Inclusion is a process, an ongoing search for new and better ways to respond to diversity

by experiencing how to live with and learn from differences (UNESCO, 2005).

In addition to actively involving teachers, the participatory process encourages critical

reflection and a redesign of practices by all actors in the school community. This process

begins with a rethinking of specific collegial moments in everyday life (such as various

working groups, parents’ meetings, student assemblies, and school councils), from which

a series of methodological and pedagogical focus points arise. The goal is to improve

participation that is based on the quality of relationships and mutual listening while also

valuing the contributions of each member of the school community (Hugo Suárez, 2019).

In this way, the participatory process becomes a tool for the continuous improvement of

the school institution, fostering the well-being and growth of all.

Students who actively participate in decisions affecting school life may feel more

responsible and involved in their own learning process, which can lead to increased
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motivation, academic performance, and a sense of belonging to the school. Parents can

also contribute significantly to the school by sharing their experiences and knowledge, as

well as actively participating in decision-making processes as members of collegial bodies.

Of course, administrative, technical, and auxiliary staff play an important role in the school’s

day-to-day operations; their input into decision-making can help improve the efficiency and

effectiveness of school services. Finally, school leaders are responsible for creating an

inclusive and participatory school environment by encouraging dialogue among the various

actors in the school community and promoting participatory initiatives.

These considerations, apparently trivial but often implicit and responsible for

dysfunctional communication and relationships, could be translated into specific attention

aimed at building an effective participatory process at the level of the entire school

community. These actions could concretely include:

– care in the preparation of events, focusing not only on cognitive content but also on

social, communicative, and affective dimensions.

– the ability to identify the most appropriate actions to materially and operationally

translate intentions, values, and ideas.

– the ability to show what is done from a pedagogical point of view through

documentation and the conscious use of communicative mediators.

– the ability to strategically solicit the motivation to participate in all actors.

The success of this perspective necessarily passes through the continuum in the

involvement of all members of the community. In reflection and in the search for attitudes

and practices aimed at improvement in the awareness for all that they are part of the

change being sought.

The teacher’s role in quality development of inclusive and equitable
education

Teachers and other professionals working with learners in educational institutions such as

kindergartens and schools are in the key-role of modelling attitudes related to inclusive

and equitable education in everyday life in their classrooms. The closer the contact and

relationship and the longer the time spent together, the stronger is the impact on learners in

experiencing inclusion and equity or the opposite of them.

Coherently with a systemic understanding of education institutions, the teacher’s role

for improving inclusive and equitable education needs to be considered on more levels

(Bernstein et al., 2010). At the individual level it is important for teachers to develop

awareness about their own attitudes, their guiding values, their beliefs and even their

struggles related to diversity, but also to be open for developing personal competencies and

skills. Referring to the Profile for Inclusive Teacher Professional Learning (European Agency

for Special Needs and Inclusive Education, 2022), the central areas of competencies can be

described in: valuing learner diversity, supporting all learners, working with others, personal
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and collaborative professional development, support all learners’ well-being and listen to

learners’ voices.

In a more personal and self-reflecting approach, Kricke and Reich suggest going through

a question-checklist (see attachment at the end of the chapter), trying to examine the

own strengths and weaknesses for working in an inclusive setting (Kricke& Reich, 2015:

206-207).

The development of new skills and the awareness of “blind spots” in their own daily

practice need a permanent reflection on the effects of their actions for quality of inclusive

and equitable education. At the same time, the active personal participation in development

and evaluation processes at school level is the task of every single teacher.

At the collegial relationship level/group level teachers that work cooperatively in smaller

groups: i.e., class teams, multiprofessional teams, subject working groups, topic-oriented

working groups or professional learning communities are addressed. At this level, it is

essential that all teachers and other professionals go into dialogue valuing professional and

personal diversity and using it to develop reflective and development practices. A target-

oriented cooperation needs some basic requirements, such as reciprocal trust, openness to

the unusual, the joy of experimenting, communication skills and high commitment (Kricke &

Reich, 2015). To improve the quality of inclusive and equitable teaching, formats where the

daily work can be reflected, analysed and where new solutions can be developed together

through a research approach, can support and develop the teaching quality (Bernstein et al.,

2010).

As far as the school/organisation level is concerned, there is a need to engage in a

preliminary reflection on the role of governance and the most suitable models with respect

to quality development of equitable and inclusive education. School governance is called

upon to formulate educational policies at school level that are clearly oriented towards

equity and inclusion (Karlsson et al., 2019; Ward et al., 2015). Adopting a distributed

leadership facilitates these processes (Hickey et al., 2022; Mincu, 2022): the school leader

is no longer a “one individual in charge,” but responsibility is shared with the school

community, who formulate proposals combining the level of classroom life with the

institutional dimension of schools. This commitment takes on ethical contours (Peters,

2015) since it involves constructing a vision that is then operationalised and in which terms

such as inclusion, equity, social justice are not neutral, but take on a precise and situated

meaning. Associating distributed leadership with the construct of ethical leadership (Brown

et al., 2005) can be useful in highlighting the need for a shared commitment to the common

good (De Hoog & Den Hartog, 2009) that takes into account everyone’s personal

characteristics, the relational nature of educational processes and the impact that actions

and policies can generate. It is precisely the ethical bent of the distributed leadership model

that emphasises the participatory nature of quality development processes for inclusive

and equitable education (Ahmad et al., 2017; Liu & Hin, 2023): only with the contribution of

all is it possible to have systemic improvements.
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According to the leadership model outlined here, middle management is of crucial

importance. To keep the quality development process alive and permanent, as “into the

on-going structure of the school” (Simons in Nevo, 2002: 25), it is crucial to designate

teachers or teacher groups at the middle-management level and to delegate the tasks

within the school structure. Specific working groups are given the formal role to constantly

monitor the quality of inclusive and equitable education (Nevo, 2002). The task is to initiate,

accompany and support a school-internal process of development, maybe starting with a

(self-evaluation process focused on specific indicators), i.e., from the Index for Inclusion, or

even starting with a new school program (see above under “evaluation”). Although the main

responsibility for activating and nourishing the process lays on the designated teachers

or groups of teachers, the whole school community is in charge to cooperate actively in

promoting and developing the quality: Every piece counts.

Students’ participation in the quality development of inclusive and equitable
education

We see students’ participation as a key lever for the development of inclusive and equitable

education. If inclusion defines the process of improving all learners’ participation

opportunities, then listening to children’s and youth’s voices becomes a concrete inclusive

act (Messiou, 2019). The idea is neither new nor original: many studies refer to such

examples (Sandoval & Messiou, 2022). At their basis there is the idea of schools as

communities where teachers, students and other partners collaborate in a democratic

manner in order to constantly improve the quality of their own school. This requires a new

definition of roles, both for students and for teachers (Fielding, 2011) as the adults’ role

strongly influences the actual impact of students’ participation.

As a premise to it, having in mind the way power fosters relationships in most schools

in western countries, it is important to recognise consciously that the teacher-student

relationship is asymmetric. This means that in order to have “student voice” meaningfully

involved in development processes teachers’ validation and authorisation is required for

students to express freely their opinion on the different aspects of school lives and to

have the power to actively make proposals for changes that can improve the quality of

their school experience (Fletscher, 2005; Robinson & Taylor, 2013). This can only happen if

teachers and other professionals in school create a space for students’ participation and

share the power they have. This can happen in several ways, with students being sources

of data, active respondents, co-researchers or researchers (Fielding, 2001).

The fact that it is an adults’ responsibility to offer opportunities for participation also

implies some risks. As it was clearly described in the popular ladder of children’s

participation by Hart (1992), adults’ power can also lead to children’s and youth’s voices

to be manipulated or to be used in a “decorative” manner, making their presence visible,
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but not authentically considered as potential levers for change and development or only

listening to what already meets the adults’ expectations.

In this chapter, we argue that learners’ genuine participation can sustain quality

development of inclusive and equitable education from at least two points of view. As a

first step, students can give feedback on learning and teaching processes. If evaluation

is seen with a formative function, then data collected through evaluation are important

in order to understand what works and what does not in learning and teaching. Students

can develop learning strategies on the basis of this reflective process, but this is also

important for developing the quality of teaching. If students self-evaluate the reached skills

and competences and to evaluate the way teaching and learning was organised, they have

some evidence on the fact that their offer is (or not) reaching all the students. Interesting

examples of this form of participation have been collected in the Students’ Voices Toolkit

of the three-year project (2017-2020) funded by the European Union ‘Reaching the hard

to reach: inclusive responses to diversity through child-teacher dialogue’

(https://reachingthehardtoreach.eu/pupil-voice-tool-kit/).

Second, students can also become co-researchers for quality development processes.

As part of being directly involved in evaluation processes, they can take an active role in

the planning of change, working together with adults in selecting development priorities and

designing strategies to reach them. A recent research review (Sandoval & Messiou, 2022),

identified by means of the analysis of 28 studies highlights a list of steps that are typical for

development processes that employ student researchers approaches:

• 1) Initially, learner-centred activities activate and sustain all student’s interest for

school development.

• 2) Usually on a voluntary basis, but often also on the basis of shared criteria, some

students decide to invest more in school development becoming co-researchers.

• 3) Student-researchers are trained.

• 4) Student-researchers collect data in order to evaluate/reflect on the school actual

situation, usually having other students as targets.

• 5) Findings are shared within the whole school community.

• 6) Student researchers are involved together with adults in the process of change

planning and implementation.

• 7) In very few studies, students are also involved in the phase dissemination of the

research experience.

A good example of an approach that strongly supports the role of students as co-

researchers, is the Inclusive Inquiry (Messiou & Ainscow, 2020). The approach promotes

the creation of working groups composed both of students and of teachers for the

development of high quality inclusive and equitable lessons. The group plans a lesson, a

teacher teaches it while the rest of the group (students and teachers together) observe.
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After the lesson, the same group reflects on what went well and on what can be improved

in the lesson. Together, the group aims at planning lessons that succeed in reaching all

students. Teachers’ and students’ perspectives go into dialogue trying to identify barriers

for learning and to overcome them.

Thinking systemically: other actors involved in the quality development
process of inclusive and equitable education

Teachers and students certainly play a crucial role in the quality development of inclusive

and equitable education, but it is essential to refer to other actors involved in this process,

not least because they enter into dialogue with students and teachers and make their own

contribution to this improvement process. This attention is indispensable precisely because

of the systemic nature of inclusive and equitable development (Roszak, 2009; Scheerens et

al., 2003), as we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter: a culture of inclusion and equity

can only be built through participatory processes that bring different visions into dialogue

and find a common synthesis.

Within the school, school leaders play a crucial role in orchestrating participatory

processes of quality development of inclusive and equitable education in which equity and

inclusion are not only aims but also methods of action (Cambron-McCabe & McCarthy,

2005; Jean-Marie et al., 2009). As we said before, distributed leadership needs to be

combined with elements of ethical and inclusive leadership (Kuknor & Bhattacharya, 2022;

Ryan, 2006; 2007; Thompson & Matkin, 2020): the participation of all members of the school

community needs to be co-constructed and planned day by day.

Parents can also be key actors in the quality development of inclusive and equitable

education (Anderson & Minke, 2007). They are indirectly involved in their children’s school

experience and thus can provide important feedback on the level of equity and

inclusiveness of schools (Stelmach, 2016). However, it is necessary to take into account

the different socio-economic and socio-cultural backgrounds that may influence beliefs and

values with respect to these issues (Dusi, 2012; Lawson, 2003): here again, the bringing

together of different worldviews is preparatory to the co-construction of a common

imaginary that allows everyone to identify with a constant virtuous path for improvement.

They are not simple processes: conflict is always lurking, as well as the presence of

perspectives that are difficult to reconcile. The challenge of educational co-responsibility,

also on an institutional level, is to place students at the centre by enhancing the uniqueness

of each one (Daniel, 2011; Yull et al., 2014): families and education professionals have

complementary but well-defined tasks, so there must be no reciprocal encroachment.

In a systemic logic, also the contribution of other partners, such as municipalities, local

school authorities, health system, social services and counselling services are crucial

(Coombs et al., 2013; Gidley et al., 2010; Valeo, 2008). Aspects such as the accessibility

of infrastructures and the removal of architectural barriers, the drafting of clear guidelines
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and regulations that define inclusion not as something aimed only at specific diversities

but at everyone’s uniqueness, the planning of structural funding to support schools and out-

of-school activities in the planning of initiatives with social impact, counselling support for

teachers, students, families and parents, the development of protocols and evaluation tools

require the cooperation of the school with other institutions in the local community. Schools

cannot manage all these aspects alone, they must become objects of shared, collaborative

and participatory planning instead (Bottrell & Goodwin, 2011; Feldman & Khademian, 2007).

Particularly interesting in this area of cooperation is also networking with other schools that

makes it possible to work in synergy on the co-creation of inclusive contexts even beyond

the strictly school environment, in addition to fostering the exchange of virtuous practices

on an institutional and classroom life level (Wohlstetter et al., 2003).

Furthermore, universities can play an important role in supporting schools in virtuous

paths of improvement in terms of equity and inclusion. They can give schools

methodological support, do research with them and not on them (Burton & Greher, 2007;

Griffiths, 1998; Walsh & Backe, 2013): methods belonging to the action-research family

(Baum et al., 2006; Catelli et al., 2000) are forms of educational research that on the

one hand enable knowledge advancement and on the other hand make teachers and

professionals protagonists of a sustainable improvement development process (Kyza et al.,

2022), in a recursiveness between theory and practice that contributes to the improvement

of school life in organisational terms and in terms of students’ daily experience (Hine &

Lavery, 2014; Mertler, 2019). The synergy between school and university through change-

oriented research paths makes it possible to systematise innovations and improvements

without them being lost over time (Ainscow et al., 2004; Calhoun, 2002). The process-

oriented and participatory nature of these paths supports the professional development of

teachers and managers and the transformation of school culture in a bottom-up logic.

Concluding, the role of teachers as members of a democratic school community has

been discussed at several levels. Some changes at higher level require a political

commitment outside school in order to be in dialogue with policymakers so that education

policies are co-constructed with those who live schools on a daily basis (Whorton, 2017).

Furthermore, in connection with the need to enhance the students’ voice emphasised in the

previous section, it would be useful for their perspective to carry political weight as well

(Brooks et al., 2020).

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it
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online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=444#h5p-41

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Think of your experience as a child in kindergarten or/and as a student in school and

list some situations in which you have actively participated in quality development.

• Think of your first professional experiences in school (for example in the context of

internships) and list situations you could observe in which teachers were involved in

processes of the quality development of inclusion and equity.

• Look at the indicators of the Index for Inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2011) and select

those that can support the reflection of:

1. the individual attitudes towards inclusion and the single teachers’ competence to

develop equitable lessons;

2. a class team competence in responding to learners’ diversity.

Attachment: Checklist for Self-Evaluation for Inclusive Teachers

Every teacher in inclusive settings should also constantly reassess for themselves whether

they are suitable to take on the challenging tasks for themselves and in the team.

The following list of questions may be helpful to check where your own strengths and

possible weaknesses lie, firstly for yourself and then in dialogue with the team and others. If

all these questions can be answered in the affirmative, then you are fundamentally suitable

as a teacher for an inclusive school. If you have difficulties with individual points, these

will have a negative impact on the chances of effectively implementing inclusion in your

communicative, cooperative and teaching-related activities.

1. “Am I fundamentally willing and open to be an advocate and defender for a diverse

culture, by working with families and learners from very different cultural

backgrounds, with individual forms and values, with disadvantages and disabilities as

well as with talents and peculiarities, by cooperating and communicating with those

involved in order to promote and encourage the growth of all and support the growth
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of all abilities of the learners? (my pedagogical basic attitude)

2. Are my actions fundamentally designed to be participatory, and can I avoid any know-

it-all attitude, even if I may know more than others, in order to work together with the

people involved in education and training in my inclusive school to combine existing

resources with successful solutions? (my basic democratic attitude)

3. Can I adequately put into perspective my own cultural norms and values of my own

socialisation and accept that families and people develop different attitudes, in order

to develop a common respectful approach and mutual tolerance within the framework

of a democratic culture? (my basic cultural attitude)

4. Do I have the highest expectations of all learners, and do I value the opportunities that

each individual learner has? Do I value their efforts and successes in my

communication with them and do I help them develop their personal excellence? (my

pursuit of excellence rather than mediocrity)

5. Am I prepared to educate myself fully about the diversity of my learners and the

current culture in order to bridge the gap between closeness and remoteness to

education and to find measures that can help to bring inclusive development and

education available to all? (my attitude towards equal opportunities)

6. Are the learners at the centre of my efforts to provide cooperative, communicatively

successful forms to encourage all learners, even those with different backgrounds, to

find their own ways of learning, to work together with others, to achieve successful

results? (my learner-centred approach)

7. Am I prepared to use teaching methods that help to convey topics and contents in

such a way that an external subject perspective with average expectations is not

taken as the primary measure of success, but rather targeted on the basis of the

different preconditions of the learners, which are to achieve their own personal

excellence, in order to achieve the greatest possible progress in all culturally relevant

areas of learning? (my realistic performance attitude)

8. Do I enable learners to have different perspectives and approaches to learning in order

to reach learning outcomes, to present them and to share them with others? (my

methodological support approach)

9. Do I ensure that the curriculum is related to the world of life and work and oriented to

the learners, connected with their cultural backgrounds and with relevant topics in

culture, science and technology as well as with the social living environment? (my

realistic learning expectations)

10. Am I prepared to contribute with my knowledge and behavior constructively to a

teaching and support team, to adapt to the needs and wishes of others, to creatively

create and adopt a communicative, cooperative, helpful and supportive attitude

towards all persons in the inclusive school? (my positive team attitude)

Source:
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Kricke, Meike, and Kersten Reich. “Teams in Der Inklusion.” In Teamteaching. Eine Neue

Kultur Des Lehrens Und Lernens, 206–7. Weinheim/Basel: Beltz, 2015.
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GENDER AND SCHOOL POLICY
Ayana Pathak; Cennet Engin; Hannah Solley; and Sam Blanckensee

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=647#oembed-1

Example Case

“Bella came out to her parents at age 8. She was born with a boys’ name and used he/him

pronouns before she came out. She used the name Bella at home for a long time but not at

school. When she started 5th class (the penultimate class of Primary School in Ireland) at age

11 she started using the name Bella and girl’s pronouns at school as well as at home. She was

accepted by her friends and classmates with the help and support of the school.

Bella is starting secondary school in September and her new school has been told about her

story and that she is starting school as a girl, even though her birth certificate still says she

is male. The school has a lot of questions around how Bella should be treated at her new

school. What uniform should she wear? What bathroom should she use? Should her peers be

informed of her history? What if the parents of other students ask questions? Are there specific

accommodations that Bella will need?”

Initial questions
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In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

• How does gender manifest itself in schools?

• How does gender interact with school policy?

• Who and what influences gender policies in schools?

• How can schools integrate gender sensitivity into their policies and practices?

Introduction to Topic

Gender can mean different things to different people, referring to the assigned sex at birth

and/or the gender someone identifies with.

For the purposes of this chapter, we will use the World Health Organisation (n.d.)

definition of gender which looks at the characteristics of women and men, girls and boys

that are socially constructed. It describes gender as the norms, behaviours and roles

of women, men, girls and boys, with associated notions of masculinity and femininity.

Gender differs from society to society and it changes over time. Gender is hierarchical, and

produces inequalities. Gender also intersects with other characteristics such as ethnicity,

socioeconomic status, disability, age, geographic location, gender identity and sexual

orientation, among others.

Gender is different but connected to sex, which refers to the different biological and

physiological characteristics of females, males and intersex persons, such as

chromosomes, hormones and reproductive organs. Gender is also connected but separate

to gender identity, a person’s internal sense of gender which may or may not correspond

with sex assigned at birth.

How we look at gender in the education system and the areas of priority differ from

context to context. In some contexts, the primary focus is on the inclusion of women and

girls in education and the gendered experiences of all students in school. In other contexts,

there is a focus on the inclusion of gender diverse students, the interactions of trans,

non-binary and gender non-conforming students with gendered policies, and how potential

discomfort can be relieved.

What does school policy encompass and how does gender affect school policies?

Policies are essentially a collection of ideas or plans that a group of people have officially

agreed to follow under specific circumstances. In the context of education, policies serve

as formal documents outlining the procedures and values that guide schools in their

everyday practices. These educational policies are designed to create safe and supportive
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environments where students can learn and thrive. Educational policies are set at different

levels:

Global/international level educational policies are set by the international organisations

such as UNESCO (Education for All) or the EU (Gender Equality Strategy). The UNESCO

Gender Equality Monitoring Report (UNESCO, 2017), outlines who is responsible for what

in ensuring gender equality in schools. The Education for All (EFA) Framework for Action

emphasised that “gender-based discrimination remains one of the most intractable

constraints to realising the right to education” (World Education Forum, 2000, 6). After all

these years, although the context has evolved, addressing gender inequality in education

remains a crucial focus of the global agenda.

Macro Level- National level policies are developed by the central governments. In some

countries they are the only documents and are implemented by all schools in all contexts.

For example, in Turkey, all public schools are under the authority of the Ministry of

Education. Private schools are also closely regulated by the Ministry regarding curriculum

implementation, rules, and other activities. As a result, decisions related to gender policies

are made by the central authority.

At a national level in any country, governments are responsible for formulating and

implementing policies that directly affect every aspect of the education sector. For example,

policies related to admission requirements, free public school, providing different types of

schooling (girls or boys school), staffing, teacher training, admission of teachers and the

well-being of students are all national level policies in different contexts.Governments are

generally responsible for developing policies related to sanitation facilities, gender sensitive

teacher programs, non-discriminatory curricula, regulations and other policies (UNESCO,

2017).

Intermediary level policies are developed by regional governments, city councils,

managerial bodies, religious groups and any local communities. For example, schools in

Ireland generally have a patron body who makes decisions on policies for all schools under

its ethos (see the section on the Irish context for more detail).

Institutional level policies are the school level policies that are related to daily operations

of school to create a supportive, inclusive and gender sensitive environment conducive to

learning. These include, for example, policies related to creating a positive school culture,

operational efficiency to be sure that schools operate smoothly and curriculum policies at

school and classroom level. Schools are responsible for respecting the regulations, training

teachers and providing a comprehensive sexuality education, developing an inclusive

bathroom policy and dress code (UNESCO, 2017). Some district and school administrators

might not be aware of the requirements of trans children or lack expertise working with

them. As a result, they might not think to create a policy in the school to address the needs

of young people who identify as transgender, non-binary, or gender non-conforming (Meyer

& Keenan, 2018).

This chapter will focus on gender and how it interacts with school policy. The way
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policies are written and implemented at a school level has an impact on learners’ and

teachers’ experiences of gender and the formation of gender roles and stereotypes at a

more structural level.

Key aspects

How does gender manifest in schools?

In today’s world, attending school essentially functions as a rite of passage for young

children. In many ways, it is seen as the institution which shapes and instils in them ideas

and values that are thought necessary as part of our social existence. This brings within

its ambit the wide range of values, morals and ideals that a school seeks to ingrain among

the students. Gender, as a form of identity, is inherently also a product of our relations and

interactions with other people, including people from other genders. The manner in which

people from a particular gender are treated, or “schooled”, or expected to behave, all go on

to shape the understanding of gender for young children. Young children going to schools

are often made aware of the differential expectations in terms of their gender, as well as

the requirements to qualify as a member of the binary gender system (McLeod, 2019).

The legitimacy of the knowledge imbibed in schools is often unchallenged. “The very fact

that certain traditions and normative ‘content’ are construed as school knowledge is prima

facie evidence of their perceived legitimacy” (Apple & King, 1977, 342). The things taught in

school, therefore, are treated by children as the objective truth of the world. This goes on to

imply that schools have an important role to play in introducing and imposing gender on its

students.

The ideas of gender, features and attributes of masculinity and femininity, are all parts

of things that are understood in people’s relationships and interactions with one another.

In this context, therefore, it is important to identify the role of the school as a socialising

agent. This comes with the understanding that gender is essentially something which is

‘taught’ or ‘learned’, in the context of culture and community. This is essentially a function

of the hidden curriculum in schools. “Hidden curriculums are covert lessons that schools

teach, and they are often a means of social control” (Martin, 1998, 498). Schools, in this

sense, function as a primary agent which helps to impart ideas on gender, whether through

overt policies of the education system, or through subtle aspects of the hidden curriculum.

Moreover, by means of aspects of the hidden curriculum, teachers and administrators

subtly reinforce gender stereotypes, roles and expectations, by means of comments and

opinions which reflect traditional ideas of gender.

Masculinity and femininity are often treated as two opposing features which necessitates

a strict separation between the two. The differentiation and separation that occurs, thereby

relaying a binary idea of gender, is one of the primary ways in which gender is enforced.

Schools tend to function in a way that effectively sets out differential roles and expectations
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by categorising children into either of the categories. This has connotations for the manner

in which girls and boys going to school receive different treatment. This can especially be

in terms of disciplining mechanisms; the subconscious nature of our gendered mindset is

reflected in the ways in which girls and boys are disciplined in schools. The disciplining of

girls and boys as per their gender is very often the narrative which drives towards the ideal

of man and women, as it is expected by society. This is reflected in the form of commands

or punishments, which function to enforce the same. A girl speaking in a loud voice in a

classroom may be silenced on the grounds that girls are expected to be docile and soft

spoken, whereas the same for a boy would only be in the name of maintaining the required

decorum within a classroom. Such acts or commands subtly reinforce the expectations

from each gender, thereby contributing to the idea of an ideal masculinity or femininity. In

many cases, the differentiation is also played out in terms of the kind of books or games

that children are expected to read or play. Disciplinarian systems in schools function as

nets of social control, the deviation from which invites sanctions in the form of punishment.

This helps to ensure that there is gender conformity in terms of the ideals and values that

are prescribed or expected of each gender in the particular community environment. The

differentiation also exists in terms of sex education classes and sports activities, in which

children are made to feel aware of the differences amongst them.

“I remember an incident in secondary school where a friend of mine was suspended for

punching a boy. The incident that occurred happened in the corridor during break time. My

friend was walking down the corridor when the boy came up behind her and lifted her skirt,

showing her underwear, and then ran off laughing with his friends. My friend was obviously

embarrassed and enraged, and so chased the boy and punched him. She got suspended for

a day, and he got nothing other than “don’t’ do it again”. Where is the justice and equality in

that?” Hannah, Ireland.

In terms of school policy of single gendered schools, it is important to understand how

spaces come to be gendered. Some schools view gender as the same as the sex assigned

at birth, and therefore work to put people in boxes and curtail freedom of gender expression.

Mixed schools, on the other hand, might have more equality inclusive policies, but these can

also be restrictive in terms of the strict separation between male and female, and the lack

of space for identities that do not fall within the binary. The differentiation and separation

is also very often followed by a precedent for an enforcement of heteronormativity that

seeks to understand relationships amongst children only in a singular pattern. In many

Asian countries especially, fearing the development of romantic relationships in case of

intermingling amongst boys and girls, this differentiation is further reinforced. This is

dictated by the concern surrounding the protection of female sexuality, which imposes

strict restrictions on their mobility as well as their agency and autonomy. “Formal education

or schooling involves moving into public spaces, interaction with males (in coeducational

schools and with men teachers); or being socialised (through the curriculum) as boys, and

supposedly moving away from the eventual goal of wifehood and motherhood” (Chanana,
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2001, 38). The idea is to keep the two genders apart, to ensure that the focus of children

going to schools is only on their studies and not in other avenues. The policy or underlying

principle of schools to maintain separate seating, separate entrance as well as other

playtime activities on the basis of gender can also be argued to be driven by this mindset.

The existence of same gender schools also overarchingly reflects this world view, with

many parents opting to send their children to such schools, especially in the name of safety

for young girls.

In same gender schools, there are disciplinarian processes which are in place to ensure

conformity to behavioural patterns associated with a particular gender. For example, girls

would be asked to comply with notions of how to sit, how to speak, how to conduct oneself

in a classroom, the length of the skirt (if the skirt is a part of the uniform), and the manner in

which hair is arranged. All of these are mostly associated with typifications into categories.

All of these categorisations focus on different aspects of behaviour, which underlie the

community notion of the ideal standard of femininity, that is to be aspired to. Even in the

case for all boys schools, there is an ideal of masculinity which is sought to be strived for.

In schools with co-educational learning, it is the strict separation between the two genders

upon which most of the disciplinary practices are based. Any fusion of gender identities

runs the risk of threatening the gender divide, which is crucial for dominant groups to

perpetuate the hegemony of the male over the female sex. This also functions to typify

relations amongst children in a singular pattern and thereby creates the idea of the ‘other’

in terms of opposing gender identities.

The attitudes and beliefs of teachers can reinforce gender roles and impact how teachers

view the abilities of students. For example, a teacher is more likely to overrate a boy’s

ability in maths and underrate a girl’s, recreating the status quo. Horizontal segregation can

determine the subjects that girls and boys select, where girls may be discouraged from

taking subjects perceived as male, and teachers may reinforce the gender stereotypes that

exist in society (McCracken et al., 2015).

One of the key factors in developing educational policies that creates gender inequality

in the schools is the feminisation of the teaching profession, where teaching in early

childhood education and in elementary school has historically been dominated by women.

At secondary level internationally, the percentage of women teachers is lower than at earlier

levels. This global trend is deeply connected to factors such as economic development,

urbanisation, women’s societal roles, cultural definitions of masculinity, and the value

placed on children and childcare (Drudy, 2008). The reasons suggested for the dropping

numbers of male primary teachers indicates a bias towards seeing the ideal primary

teacher as female, based on an essentialist belief that a woman’s nature tends to make

her better with children. This belief may be stronger among male pre-service teachers

than among female pre-service teachers (Drudy, 2008). The feminisation of the teaching

profession has raised concerns, particularly the belief that boys need male teachers as

role models to develop properly, both academically and personally (Carringthon & McPhee,
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2008; McGrath, Moosa, Van Bergen & Deevia 2019). This concern is often tied to the

perceived underachievement of boys compared to girls in standardised examinations like

PISA (OECD, 2019).

“As a parent with children in both primary and secondary school, I see a distinct difference

in the percentages of male and female teachers in each of these school settings.

Traditionally, my childs’ primary school has always had predominantly female teachers, with

perhaps only one male teacher within the school, often with no male teacher. On the other

hand, my other childs’ secondary school has a high percentage of male teachers with a ratio

of approximately fifty percent. As long as women are seen as carers and nurturers in society,

these ‘soft’ roles will always be dominated by women. Children need to see more male role

models in their primary education .” Hannah Solley, Ireland

How does gender stereotyping impact students?

Neuroscientists have shown that there are very few structural differences between the male

and female brains at birth. Cordelia Fine (2005), describes how “our minds, society and

neurosexism create difference. Together they wire gender. But the wiring is soft, not hard. It

is flexible, malleable and changeable.” Further criticism of the notion of a male and female

brain builds on this to suggest that by centering the brain as the only thing to explain

behaviour, we then ignore the role of the body and the social environment, suggesting that

it is not just neurosexism but neurocentrism that is the difficulty (Halberg, 2022). Society

creates gendered patterns of behaviour that people then follow which shapes them. By

imposing strict ideas of masculinity and femininity on children, we shape their entire lives

and for many this causes difficulties and harm (School of Education and Social Work,

Birmingham City University, n.d.).

“The first time I remember really noticing I wasn’t “one of the boys” was on the playground.

At lunch most of the girls would play skipping and the boys would play football. I remember

how it felt to be told by the boys that they didn’t want me to play because I was a girl. It hurt

doubly due to what I later realised was gender dysphoria (a feeling of distress and discomfort

around my gender), but besides that, the gender stereotypes at play meant that I was put

at a distance from boys from then on. Our class in primary school was completely socially

segregated by gender from about the age of 7 and your gender was meant to define your likes

and dislikes. As a trans person, I constantly felt like the odd one out among groups of girls

but there was no other option for me at school.”

Sam, transmasculine, Ireland

Gender stereotypes impact on mental health for all genders. While girls crying or talking

about their feelings is celebrated for emotional openness, boys often mask painful or

distressing emotions, either through silence or behaviours designed to disrupt. Distress in

girls may be diminished and taken less seriously, while distress in boys is missed entirely

as a result of this stereotyping and lack of awareness of difficulties. The message that
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boys should ‘man up’ prevents boys from speaking about their emotions and difficulties and

sends a message that these are things that should not cause a problem or impact them so

they should work through it themselves (Stentiford et al., 2024).

The lack of discussion of gender diversity and rigid gender roles also cause difficulty for

trans and gender diverse (TGD) youth, with one study showing how the marginalisation of

gender diversity “inhibited TGD youth’s self-understanding and left some feeling confused,

frustrated and alienated from their peers” (McBride et al., 2020, 13). TGD youth have been

shown to have a higher rates of prevalence of depressive disorders, suicide ideation and

self-harm than their peers (Becerra-Culqui et al., 2018). Studies suggest that social support,

particularly from parents is associated with reduced symptoms of depression, anxiety, self-

harm and suicide ideation (Tankersley et al., 2021). Studies have also shown that feeling

unsafe in bathrooms was associated with greater levels of problematic anxiety in the past

year. The experience of being unable to safely use a bathroom in school may cause or

exacerbate anxiety, absenteeism, and a lack of belonging for transgender and gender non-

conforming students (Weinhardt et al., 2017).

Of course, like all the dimensions of diversity discussed in this book, this issue needs

to be understood through the lens of intersectionality. Poverty has a role in determining

gender equality in schools due to the direct and indirect costs of sending children to school.

Providing free education can address gender inequality in education but needs to be done

alongside strategies to improve the wider social factors that influence familial decisions

to send children to schools. In turn, the reduction of gender inequality in education has

a significant impact on society. The increase of women’s access to education improves

health outcomes for all, particularly lowering maternal and infant mortality rates, preventing

childhood malnutrition and reducing the rates of new HIV diagnoses (Bertini and Ceretti,

2020).

Making sure that all school-age children and youth (boys and girls) have equitable access

to education is one of the concerns that should be taken into account when discussing

gender policy in education. Girls face disproportionate exclusion and disadvantage in

school in many nations, while boys underperform and drop out at higher rates than girls

in other countries. Although there has been progress since 2000, through initiatives such

as the UN Sustainable Development Goals, gender-related barriers continue to combine

with other socioeconomic barriers to prevent girls and boys (and women and men) from

accessing and benefiting from quality education and learning opportunities. Around the

world, 119 million girls are out of school, including 34 million of primary school age,

28 million of lower-secondary school age, and 58 million of upper-secondary school age

(UNICEF, n.d). Women make up only 35% of higher education students in Science,

Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) (UNESCO, 2017a). The reasons vary

among countries and communities. The most common reasons are poverty, child marriage,

gender-based violence, traditions, religious beliefs etc. In general, poor families often favour

boys when investing in education. In addition, in some contexts schools do not meet
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the safety, hygiene or sanitation needs of girls and this may lead to drop out. In others,

teaching practices are not gender-responsive and result in gender gaps in learning and skills

development. Moreover, in countries affected by conflict (e.g. Yemen, Palestine), girls are

more than twice as likely to be out of school than girls living in non-affected countries

(Bentaouet Kattan, Khan, and Merchant, 2023).

Teachers and schools from early years onward have a significant part to play in the

experiences of gender stereotyping. Teachers can consider gender in the toys available, the

pictures and examples shown in books including textbooks for all subjects, as well as how

they speak about subjects and address behaviour. We will give some examples for positive

steps teachers can take later on and some resources that you may wish to look at.

How does gender interact with school policy?

Having discussed in detail the idea of gender and the definition of school policy, it is

crucial to understand the point at which they interact. Gender as a form of identity is the

most ubiquitous across all identities, and therefore, any school policy is bound to have

connotations for gender and the way it impacts gender. National curriculum policies, for

instance, are pivotal in how gender is depicted, as they have the effect of shaping ideas,

expectations, roles and responsibilities through representations present or absent. In most

cases, the national curriculum is adopted at the national level and implemented at all

schools within the nation. This brings in important questions about cultural differences and

context specificity. The manner in which the curriculum is designed is especially important

in this context. Appropriate gender depiction, as well as adequate gender representation,

needs to be addressed within policies which shape curriculum frameworks. Extensive

cultural influence is at play when it comes to building the curriculum, thereby leading to

social roles and expectations in schools. This kind of cultural imposition also functions to

reinforce unequal gender roles, which can be in the form of gendered division of labour,

for example the mother being depicted in curriculum materials as the home-maker, and

the father as the breadwinner . Such representation tends to influence career goals and

aspirations for children to a large extent, who may feel they do not belong to certain

professions based on the lack of representation in school textbooks. With more awareness,

the overall curriculum of the school can be largely inclusive and representative, and

highlight aspects of equality and respect among people.

However, even when formal aspects of curriculum strive for gender equality, as noted

above with regard to discipline, the hidden curriculum may still be one of the key drivers

through which gender differences are carried forward by the school. Often, formal school

curricula preach inclusivity and equality, and it is only by the attitudes of teachers and

administrators that the hidden curriculum plays out. Largely reflected in the mindset of

people within systems, the hidden curriculum is enforced and instilled through regular

patterns of behaviour and attitude which perpetuate gender stereotypes and roles.

In terms of religious schools, school policy has connotations for the manner in which

gender is handled and conceived. A narrow and traditional view of orthodox religions might
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have the effect of being less open to diversity, and intolerant of diversity, or differential

gender expectations and role assigning. In the context of India, for instance, the religious

underpinnings tend to focus on female sexuality, and the need to protect it, along with

notions of purity and impurity, which are linked to caste status and honour of kin groups

(Chanana, 2001). As such, the influence of religion tends to have the effect of reinforcing

and perpetuating gender norms and roles. In the case of non-religious schools, they are

more likely to adopt policies which are more inclusive and tolerant, and more

accommodating of gender differences in terms of identity or expression.

“In a convent school where moral science was a part of the curriculum and a compulsory

subject to be studied, values suggesting morality were an important part of the course. This

included the imparting of the idea of premarital sex as a sin, and something to be frowned

upon. This, however, is also in direct contrast to the science subject which involves lessons

on reproduction, and along with it- sex education, thereby sharing knowledge on safe sex

practices. Such conflicts between religion and science are especially more visible in the

context of school education for us growing up and studying in those schools and imbibing

those values” Ayana (she/her), India.

Another important school policy to be analysed in the context of gender, as noted briefly

above, is uniform. The policy on school uniform has connotations for the manner in which

gender is treated, and thereby communicated to children. Such examples are measuring the

length of girls skirts, making sure they are covering themselves in a way that does not draw

attention.

“In an all-girls’ convent school, a lot of emphasis was laid on ‘decency’ and acceptable

ways of wearing our uniform. In order to enforce this, we were encouraged to wear a long

slip underneath our shirts, to ensure that the transparency of white shirts concealed our

underwear. As part of the disciplining process which consisted of checking the uniform, the

skirts of all the girls would be lifted, to check the slip, or the length of it. In doing so, what

started out as a process to maintain modesty entailed the violation of the basic dignity of

all girls” Ayana (she/her), India.

Gender-specific school uniforms convey messages about gender separation and

expectations based on gender. They also fail to be inclusive in their approach towards non-

binary or trans students. A policy which aims at gender-neutral uniforms for students could

be seen as the way forward, in an effort to be gender inclusive in their approach, and this is

explored further below with regards to trans students.

The important thing to be noted in this regard is that policies need to take into account

expressions of gender identity, which also includes within it, an expression of religious or

other kinds of identity.
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How are trans, gender-diverse and gender-non-conforming students
affected by gender policies?

“Cisnormativity is deeply entrenched in societies and institutions, with children assigned

from birth into a rigid binary. This system is reinforced throughout the school ecosystem

in cisnormative policies, approaches, assumptions and cultures, with particularly negative

consequences for trans children” (Horton, 2023, 86).

Cisnormativity is the assumption that everyones’ gender aligns with the sex they were

assigned at birth, and therefore all people are cisgender. This assumption permeates

all societal systems, including school systems. It is ingrained in the school system with

institutional cisnormativity operating without active or conscious effort. It is an invisible

system that goes unnoticed by cis teachers, educators and students.

When gender is considered within school policies, specific and hidden policies, it

automatically implies gender in a binary sense i.e. boys/males and girls/females. It also

implies that gender is the same as sex assigned at birth, so the assumption is that all

students are cisgender. This means that schools privilege cisgender young people who

identify with their assigned birth gender (McBride & Neary, 2021) , whilst inherently

excluding transgender, non-binary and gender non-conforming students from all school

policies unless specifically mentioned, simply by not actively thinking about these students.

For instance when creating invisible bathroom policies in which segregated girls and boys

bathrooms are the norm, it is already assumed which bathroom should be used by whom,

but it is not automatically assumed that trans girls and boys will be allowed to use those

bathrooms. Through the assumed cisgender lens, trans and non-binary students experience

difficulties when trying to access appropriate bathroom facilities because they are omitted

from being actively included in these policies. A study of institutional cisnormativity in

primary and secondary schools in the UK saw that some trans pupils were denied access to

appropriate facilities such as toilets throughout their time at primary school (Horton, 2023).

Another study looking at the experiences of trans and gender diverse students in secondary

schools in Ireland found that many students “experienced barriers accessing a bathroom

facility that they felt comfortable and safe using following their transition” (McBride et al.,

2020, 4), or “were prohibited from using (or felt unsafe using) the toilets that aligned with

their gender identity” (McBride & Neary, 2021, 1100).

Another layer to the cisnormative culture within school bathrooms means that many

schools only have male and female options for bathroom facilities which eliminates choice

for non-binary students and some trans students who may not feel comfortable in gendered

bathrooms and would prefer to use a gender neutral option.

Inclusive bathroom options are only recognised once a specific gender inclusive policy is

incorporated into a school, and bathroom usage is looked at through a gender sensitive lens

that incorporates gender diversity in all forms. You can find examples of gender inclusive
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bathroom policies on the Gender Inclusive Schools website, as well as on the University of

Limerick website.

Trans exclusionary policies can also be seen within school uniform policies. If a school

has a uniform policy, it is usually a gender-specific one, with schools implementing a boys’

uniform and a girls’ uniform. Many trans and non-binary students find uniform policies to

be “restrictive, while some were prevented from wearing a uniform that aligned with their

gender identity” (McBride et al., 2020, 4). There may not be a gender-neutral option available

unless a non-binary or trans student requests one. It may also be assumed that all trans

and non-binary students will only wear a gender-neutral uniform option and that gendered

uniforms may be excluded as an option for trans students, especially trans girls.

“There was greater contention around trans girls/women wearing skirts than there was

for trans boys/men wearing trousers. Some schools permitted students assigned female at

birth to wear either trousers or skirts, but only permitted students assigned male at birth

to wear trousers. Such uniform restrictions made it more difficult for trans girls/women to

wear a uniform that aligned with their gender identity and that they felt comfortable wearing”

(McBride et al., 2020, 26).

It can be especially difficult in single gendered schools, which often have a rigid uniform

policy in place:

“When I was 18 and almost finished secondary school, I told a teacher in my all-girls

school that I was trans. Her response was to prioritise telling me that I would need to wear

the school uniform including the skirt until I finished my final exams. At that point, I was

really struggling at home and in school and would have really appreciated an adult who

asked me about any of that. Instead, I found a rigid system that seemed to put the picture

of the school before my wellbeing. Today, that school has a trouser option, and they have

supported a number of trans students. I am relieved that other students will not share my

experience”

Sam, transmasculine, Ireland.

Another area of exclusion for trans students is Physical Education And Sports (PES)

choices, especially in secondary schools. Secondary schools sometimes approach PES

in a very gender segregated mindset, with boys and girls being separated from doing

sports together, as well as gender-specific sports uniforms that can make trans students

feel uncomfortable. The barriers to PES participation shows that “TGD youth’s gender

presentation, the normative gender culture of PES and gendered sports uniforms, affect

how trans youths use sports facilities and can lead to experiences of exclusion and

harassment” (McBride et al., 2020, 35).

Gendered sports policies always exclude non-binary students who are forced to choose

a gender with which to play in a team, even though they do not identify exclusively as male

or female. They can also often exclude binary trans students, who can be excluded from

playing with the peer group they identify with if appropriate policies are not in place, thereby

excluding, disenfranchising and harming trans pupils (Horton, 2023).
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Trans and non-binary students can be included in school policies positively by having a

dedicated Gender Identity and Expression or Trans Inclusive policy that can be referred to

when a student wants to transition whilst in school or if a trans student is starting in the

school. Through having a policy dedicated to gender identity and expression, a school can

then use this to inform all other policies in which gender is explicitly or implicitly implied.

This should be taken into consideration when thinking about bathrooms, sports, uniforms,

curriculum and anti-bullying policies.

However, a trans inclusive policy only works on the basis of a trans student identifying

themselves to staff and therefore the school putting procedures in place to support the

individual with accommodations. In this way a trans inclusive policy is still exclusionary

because it is only ever in reaction to a person asking to be accommodated or welcomed

into a cisnormative space, which actually “results in a fundamental silencing of and failure

to address broader systemic impacts of institutionalised cisgenderism and cisnormativity”

(Martino et al., 2020, 768). It also “highlights the need for knowledge about cisgenderism

and cisnormativity to inform both policy and practice – that are designed to support trans

youth specifically and gender diversity more broadly” (Martino et al., 2020, 768)

When schools gain more insight into the ways that cisnormativity affects the systematic

marginalisation of trans and non-binary students, they can then use this to inform policies

proactively that encompass all forms of gender and ways of expression, without the need

of the embodied personal experience to enact change.

Who and what influences gender policies in schools?

Gender policy at schools is influenced by a complex interplay of various factors and

stakeholders. Here are the key influencers:

• Government and Legislation: In many countries, there are laws prohibiting gender

discrimination in educational institutions. In many countries constitutions guarantee

equality or non-discrimination across sex and/or gender.

• Administrators: Elected or appointed bodies make policy decisions, including the

policies related to gender.

• Educational Organisations and Unions: Professional organisation groups like the

National Education Association (NEA) advocate for inclusive policies and provide

resources and training for teachers and other stakeholders.

• Unions: Teacher and staff unions often negotiate policies related to gender equality

and non-discrimination.

• Parent-Teacher Associations (PTA’s) and Community Groups: These groups can

influence school policies by advocating for inclusive practices and supporting specific

initiatives.

• Students and student organisations: Students councils can push for changes in

gender policy by voicing the needs and concerns of the student body in the

community and in schools.
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• Activist groups and student-led groups, such as LGBTQI+ alliances, can drive policy

changes through activism and advocacy and be powerful voices for gender inclusivity

in schools.

• Research and Academic Institutions: Studies conducted by educational researchers

and reports from universities provide evidence-based recommendations for gender

policies. Think Tanks focusing on education policy often publish guidelines and

research that shape public opinion and policies in education.

• Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and Advocacy Groups: NGOs work to

influence gender policy through advocacy, litigation, and public education. Advocacy

groups may focus on issues such as gender identity, sexual orientation, and gender

equality in education.

• Media/social media: Portrayals of gender issues in the media can shape public

opinion and pressure schools to adopt more inclusive policies.

• Social Movements: Broader social movements, such as feminism and LGBTQI+ rights

movements, “Me Too” movement have a significant impact on schools’ gender

policies.

In summary, gender policy in schools is shaped by a diverse array of actors and influences,

ranging from governmental bodies and educational organisations to grassroots activism

and international standards. Each of these components plays a role in ensuring that

schools are inclusive and equitable environments for all students and creating gender

sensitive schools.

What is the impact of anti-gender politics on gender-sensitivity in schools?

Anti-Gender politics has seen an increase over the last number of years and can have

a direct impact on schools and educational initiatives, sports and cultural programmes,

healthcare and social services, and the use of public spaces in general.

The term ‘anti-gender’ refers to concerted and deliberate efforts, by certain groups of

people, to undermine policy and legal provisions for such things as reproductive rights,

gender-affirming care, sexuality and relationships education, and LGBTQI+ rights. Anti-

gender politics will often position itself as a helpful and benign entity that is trying to protect

traditional family values and children, whilst at the same time, attacking freedom of speech,

freedom of identity and expression, sexuality and bodily autonomy (RESIST Project Team,

2024).

Ideologically, it refers to movements that see gender equality and diversity, sexual

freedom, and feminism as threats to the sanctity of family and of national morality. This

is a global movement involving networks of politicians, religious groups and media outlets,

amongst others, that have overlapping interests and can work together through the

availability of online networks and social media. These different groups often find gender
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to be a common, unifying ground, as gender is constructed as an attack on either nature

(religious actors), nation (nationalistic actors) or normality (conservative actors) (Kuhar and

Zobec, 2017).

One of the core directives of anti-gender politics is to frame ‘gender’ as an ideology or

theory rather than a factual part of the human experience that can be interpreted in a variety

of different ways. In this way, gender itself can be attacked as a political ideology that is

threatening family values, putting children’s lives at risk and harming religious doctrines

that this movement often stands for. One of the most important targets of the anti-gender

movement in Europe is public schools and the educational process. Schools are often

accused of brainwashing students or imposing the teaching of gender ideology (Kuhar and

Zobec, 2017). This perspective can directly impact how schools approach gender equality

and gender diversity – the latter defined as the recognition and respect for a range of gender

identities beyond the traditional male-female binary. It also influences how schools create

gender-sensitive environments. By framing gender as an imposed ideology, the anti-gender

movement seeks to silence discussions about gender and sexuality, portraying them as

threats to the safety of innocent children.

Anti-gender movements are also present in higher education in some countries. For

instance, deans from several medical schools at Turkish universities have sought to remove

the term “sexual orientation” from the universal Hippocratic Oath taken during graduation

ceremonies. This change could have resulted in medical doctors refusing to examine

LGBTQI+ individuals in hospitals.

The issue of access to bathrooms in schools and public spaces, explored above from

a trans perspective above, often comes to the forefront in public discussions from an

anti-gender perspective also, usually focusing on the question of who is allowed to use

certain spaces and who is not. Trans and gender-diverse students frequently face exclusion

from gendered bathrooms, where they are either perceived as a potential threat, or are

advised not to use certain facilities under the guise of “protecting” their own safety. These

arguments ultimately deny gender-diverse students not only access to bathrooms, but

also autonomy over their own bodies and the right to choose spaces where they feel

most comfortable. This treatment reduces them to an abstract notion of gender – one

constrained by narrow definitions of “real” gender – instead of recognising them as people

with valid and lived experiences.

The focus on “traditional” values by the anti-gender movement can exacerbate the

policing of school uniforms described above, often (as already noted) subjecting the girls to

more scrutiny than the boys. Within the anti-gender movement, uniforms can be politicised,

so the legitimacy of who has rights to wear such uniforms becomes a political standpoint.

Non-binary people are often left out completely of any uniform choice unless they are willing

to fight for a neutral uniform policy within their particular school. Morwana Griffiths has

made it clear that, “for any group of people to get an education of their own, the first need is

to have a say and be listened to” (Griffiths, 2003, 34). Sadly, some, if not most, educational
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systems are not willing to be flexible in their approach. Voices of marginalised groups are

often stifled, which in turn ‘others’ trans people and fosters an environment of exclusion.

In some countries, the idea of gender as an ideology has been politicised so much

that the word gender cannot even be discussed in schools and is seen as something

that does not exist. For instance, a conservative/fundamentalist newspaper in Turkey

argued that the traditional Turkish family unit was threatened by the term ‘gender’. The

argument’s foundation is the notion that the term gender denotes gender equality, supports

feminist movements, and affects young people’s sexual orientation. By the influence of the

campaign started by this particular newspaper and supported by religious groups, the term

gender was forbidden to be mentioned in many of the governmental offices and various

institutions started to remove the Gender Equality Policy Documents from their web pages.

https://www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler-turkiye-47610198

People are often reduced to their physical anatomy, reinforcing rigid gender roles that

limit expression for everyone—girls, boys, men, women, trans, and non-binary individuals

alike. Although anti-gender discourse claims to protect traditional values, it imposes

restrictive boundaries on how individuals can express their identities.

Reducing gender diversity to an ‘imposed ideology’ strips it of legitimacy, denying society

a richer understanding of gender as a valid and natural spectrum of identities. This

politicisation of gender undermines schools’ ability to discuss gender openly and to teach

relationship and sex education meaningfully, impacting students’ understanding and

acceptance. By framing gender as an ideological threat, anti-gender politics also erases the

real, lived experiences of trans people, invalidating their identities and forcing them into a

framework that dismisses gender as a core aspect of personal identity.

How can schools integrate gender sensitivity into their policies and
practices?

Programmes to embed gender sensitivity and equality in schools and education systems

require a whole of institution approach.

In the Higher Education Sector, work is ongoing where an institution will look at the data

available in its context, analyse that data and then start to develop gender equality plans

that apply to the specific institution. One of the programmes that looks at this is Athena

Swan Charter, which is present in Ireland, the UK, Canada and Australia.

Athena Swan requires an organisation to bring together the quantitative data available

relating to gender for students and staff, in relation to educational experiences and

employment. The organisation will also collect qualitative data through surveys and focus

groups to understand more the experiences of women, men and non-binary people across

the organisation in every role. After collecting data, the organisation undertakes a self-

assessment, analysing and reflecting on how the findings apply to its specific context. This

process involves thorough self-reflection to identify priority areas for action. Additionally,
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the data should be examined through an intersectional lens wherever possible, considering

other factors that may contribute to inequalities and identifying targeted actions to address

these intersecting disparities.

The next step is to create an action plan that addresses the areas relevant to the

organisation’s self-assessment. This action plan should be developed from the data

collected, and should include specific, trackable objectives that can be continuously

assessed to ensure ongoing improvement. While the areas covered will vary by institution,

common focuses include employment practices, organisational culture (such as efforts

to address gender-based violence), career progression, achievement, and intersectional

considerations. For Athena SWAN, these plans are then peer-reviewed by colleagues from

other organisations to ensure that the action plan is both ambitious and thorough, and that

the organisation has critically examined its own challenges and areas for growth.

For primary and secondary schools, there are also some programmes in place, Gender

Action is an award programme based in the UK that “promotes and encourages a whole-

school approach to challenging stereotypes” (Gender Action Schools Award, 2023). Gender

Action follows a similar approach to Athena Swan, focusing on Reflection, Evaluation and

Planning at multiple stages from supporter, to initiator, to champion and finally as a beacon.

To synthesise the discussions throughout this chapter, below are some actions that

schools may wish to consider and assess how relevant these are to their contexts.

Policy Review with a gendered lens:

All school policies encompass gender in some way. When policies are reviewed with

gender sensitivity, it is important to take certain elements into account. Firstly, it is

important to understand that children do not necessarily fit into specific gender stereotypes

with a narrow set of social roles and behaviours that they are expected to comply with.

It is important for children and young people to know that all emotions, roles, careers

etc. are applicable to all genders. Secondly, it is vital to avoid the assumption that gender

means only two things, male and female, and consciously include gender diversity in all

ways of being and expression. To achieve this, the awareness level of teachers, students,

parents and administrators need to be raised in a collaborative way. Thirdly, it is important

to tackle the overarching cisnormative and heteronormative culture that is ingrained in the

education system and school policies. When there is a comprehensive understanding that

not everyone identifies as cisgender or heterosexual, this awareness will be reflected in the

development of school policies that consider the diverse family dynamics and the needs of

all children and young people in educational settings.

Period Dignity and Sanitary Policies:

To enhance gender equality, schools can implement policies regarding the availability

of period products and sanitary bins. For instance, providing free sanitary products in

bathrooms and installing bins in all facilities ensures proper sanitation for everyone

(Department of Education, 2024). This approach accommodates not only menstruating
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students but also boys who may need to use incontinence pads, as well as women, trans,

and non-binary individuals.

Uniform:

Schools who choose to have a uniform may also consider the option of having an open,

uniform policy that has lots of individual items available. This can make every student feel

comfortable. The school could have a variety of items available for each student to choose

which items of clothing they want to wear as part of the school uniform. This creates a

universally inclusive clothing option for students.

Curriculum:

Curriculum is a key factor that should be included when discussing gender in relation

to school policies. Recognising the importance of gender, a gender lens should be applied

when addressing development and reviewing the curriculum. Key considerations include

the diversity of the group developing the curriculum, the representation of individuals in the

texts being created, and whose ideas and stories are valued. It is crucial that the curriculum

does not reinforce stereotypes.

The Fawcett Society’s report outlines this, calling for this issue to become a Government

priority. From an education standpoint, they recommend that the early years sector should

be valued better, with an increased investment in professional development for educators,

improved salaries, funding for inclusive resources, and taking a whole-school approach to

embedding gender equality (Fawcett Society, 2020).

Pedagogical practices:

These are the individual practices of teachers in the classroom, how we teach and what

we teach. As a school, there may be policies about what language should be used in the

classroom, but teachers should be conscious of this and their discourse. For teachers

working in areas without the ideal policies, this is an opportunity for teachers to influence

change and integrate gender inclusivity into the school and its policies. Teachers can create

an environment that integrates gender inclusivity through their teaching materials, the

language they use, how they support participation, challenging gender norms and creating

a safer space for all genders (Teachers.Institute, 2024).

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=647#h5p-53

GENDER AND SCHOOL POLICY | 1545



Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• Think about your own school or a school you have worked in, what policies exist that

interact with gender?

• Are there any additional policies you think could be introduced?

• Are there any changes you would make, and how might you implement these?

• What are the barriers to gender policy implementation in schools in your own country

and/or community?

• How can you think about school policies with a gender sensitive lens? And how does

this change your interaction with these policies?
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TEACHING AND LEARNING DURING CRISIS
AND UNREST: STRATEGIES FOR
SUSTAINING EDUCATION FOR ALL

Dua Jabr Dajani; Julia Schlam Salman; Mridula Muralidharan; and Pamela
February

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=663#oembed-1

Example Case

Below are three cases presented by people who were or remain involved in a crisis in their

country.

Note: For the sake of clarity for the reader, we have amended the direct transcript in the

examples. For the exact words, please watch the full interview with Sara, Gunalp and Baprinran.

See the link to the video above.

Case Example 1: Italy (COVID pandemic)

Sara (2020-2021)

“In the context of the beginning of the COVID crisis in Italy at the very beginning, everything was

evolving, and nobody knew what was happening. They were closing schools and all the public

buildings at the end of February, and we were in lockdown at the beginning of March. Nobody

knew how to handle this emergency, especially the teachers and the children. The situation was

really confusing and what was especially important at the beginning was to understand the

needs of the children at that time and how, as a researcher, I could have a good impact on the

situation and give my help in dealing with this. There was no possibility of returning to school,

having access to materials and teachers were struggling to reestablish the normal course of
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education. The first thing we did as researchers was to work with a group of student teachers

who were in their last year of the Masters in Primary Education. They started collecting the

needs of the teachers they were in contact with. We interviewed teachers and saw they had

a huge workload. In terms of the technical side, there was a lack of technical know-how and

infrastructure. They struggled to keep contact with the kids because they did not have contact

with some families before COVID. From the children’s side, they were constantly saying that they

really wanted to go back to school; not to be at school, but to be in contact with their friends. We

also collected the needs from the parents’ side. For example, a mother was very sad to see that

not every class was possible for her child. For some children, it appeared as if some teachers

just disappeared. Not many from my experience, but it was also possible to hear stories like

that where there was no contact. So we focused on their need for contact and relationships,

and we built a project based on it.

It was very common in our context that we woke up with news of something and we talked

about this with our students. We usually sat down with our students and just asked them, “how

much do you know about the situation”? We just wanted to make sure what they knew and if

we needed to add something to it or just clarify something about the situation. We didn’t want

to hide issues from them, but also we did not want to give them extra information that could

scare them. This also happened with families, so we sat down and talked to their parents and

just asked them, how much do your children know about the situation? Or do you want us to

maybe elaborate more on it? Do you want us to clarify something that it’s not easy for you to do

it? So I think we acted as supporters in this sense.”

Case Example 2: Turkey (natural disaster)

Gunalp (6 February 2023)

“On the 6th of February 2023, we experienced a huge catastrophe in the southeastern part of

Turkey and northern Syria where two huge earthquakes and a series of smaller ones hit the

area. As an educator in Turkey, we found ourselves in the middle of this crisis where we didn’t

know how many people we had lost. Education completely stopped in the region. Schools were

closed. We couldn’t access the teachers that we are working with inside our community. As far

as we know, there were around 50,000 individuals who lost their lives during this earthquake

and a lot of people needed basic necessities, for example, access to clean water, food and

nourishment. A lot of buildings were destroyed, the city centre was completely destroyed, and

some regions were not accessible to the public because the roads were destroyed as well.

So, humanitarian aid couldn’t go there. A lot of rescue missions couldn’t be organised in some

regions. So we have lost a lot of people that way as well.

Teachers who found themselves in this zone were also the victims of the catastrophe as

well, but they were trying to help each other, as they were trying to survive. An organisation

called Teachers Network supported the region, where the educators in our community tried to

focus more on teachers, learners, and others in the region by supporting them psychologically
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and socially. We battled disinformation in the communication networks through critical digital

literacy. We started to analyse the messages, and WhatsApp groups and fact-checked every

piece of information. We discussed with educators what could be done with the students,

learners, and children because people were living in tent cities. So together as communities of

practitioners, we created a series of activities for psychosocial support, to be implemented in

the region, outside of the school settings.

One great example I would like to share is about this one old woman attending one of the

workshops. She claimed that she had this granddaughter. She said that “I’m attending this

workshop because I want to help her, in whatever ways I can”. So she joined us. She attended

every meeting that was being implemented by our teachers. Afterwards, we found that she lost

everyone in her life during the earthquake and she didn’t have a granddaughter. Actually, I don’t

know if she had one before the earthquake, but we realised that she just needed contact with

other individuals.

I think educators are the only ones in society in times of crisis that can detect a need like

that because other people focus on basic needs, building infrastructure and so on. So I think

through that programme that our teachers and the community of practitioners inside that

region created, we could reach out to a lot of people and try to help them make sense of

this catastrophe and normalise the situation in some way. I want to mention the power of

community in times of crisis. As a person who is working with communities of practitioners

all the time, I see that individuals in solidarity can change anything. Basically, as individuals,

I know we have some power, but I think that as communities, while connecting, and forming

interpersonal relationships, that makes a huge difference. I think that changes everything.”

Case Example 3: Iran (alternative schooling as a strategy for sustaining democratic principles

in education)

Baran (current)

“Our crisis is an ongoing situation. I’m from Iran, and as a country in the Middle East, we

have so many social unrest situations in the region. We are always in contact with so many

situations and circumstances that require care for our children. I am mainly focusing on the

overall picture of the situation in Iran in terms of education and how our school functions within

the situation. So we really try to incorporate the holistic approach in these kinds of situations

where psychological care is as important as education. So as much as the information is

necessary for our students to know about the situation, we also need to know how they feel

about it, and how they are reacting to it. Thus, the holistic approach is important. I think in our

context, since it’s a continuous situation, it’s not a crisis like you would also describe, there

is no specific training that we could give to our teachers so they would be equipped in these

situations. The only support that I can confidently say that we are constantly trying to provide to

our teachers is mental health support. It’s very important what they do to support the students
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and their families, but at the same time, they need support. They need to also talk about their

feelings, and how they feel, because they’re also affected by the situation, of course. “

Note: We have condensed the interviews somewhat to capture the gist of the speakers. Please

see the full interviews via the link above.

Initial questions

In this chapter you will find the answers to the following questions:

1. How do we define a complex concept such as “ a crisis”?

2. What are the potential challenges for sustaining teaching and learning during times of

crisis?

3. How do we respond to the educational challenges brought on by the crisis?

4. How can teachers be agents of change in a crisis?

Introduction to Topic

The authors acknowledge the complexity of crises, and the difficulty in addressing every

crisis situation (i.e war) within the scope of this chapter. Thus, here we focus on the

teacher’s role in creating a safe welcoming space where meaningful learning takes place in

addition to focusing on strategies for sustaining education for all during times of crisis and

unrest.

Crises, by definition, are disruptive to the school environment. They affect planning,

stability, and continuity, as well as teacher and learner safety and well-being. In this chapter,

we present a framework for teachers and teacher educators to navigate both isolated

incidents of crises and prolonged periods of duress. We begin by defining crises,

highlighting variations in scope and severity and acknowledging the increasing impact of

instability on regions, countries, communities, and schools. Building on the VUCA (Volatility,

Uncertainty, Complexity and Ambiguity) framework (for further information see Bennett

& Lemoine 2014; Stein, 2021), we then present some of the short-term and long-term

challenges, which may arise during crises. Based on case studies from Turkey, Italy, and
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Iran, and examples from across the globe, we outline guiding principles and practices

for sustaining teaching and learning during times of crisis. The chapter concludes with

additional references and resources for teachers.

Key aspects

Defining crises

Defining a crisis is not merely a matter of describing events; it can involve a complex

and politicised process. The term “crisis” lacks a singular, universal definition, as these

events are multifaceted and can affect individuals and groups in varying ways. What one

person may view as a disaster, another might see as an opportunity for positive change.

This diversity in perception stems from differing values, perspectives, and priorities. As a

result, managing crises becomes challenging for governments and authorities, as there is

no singular rulebook to follow. Instead, various groups, including political parties, activist

organisations, the media, and citizens, interpret and respond to crises in their own ways.

The concept of a crisis encompasses a wide range of events and situations that

significantly disrupt society and threaten stability across economic, social, political and

educational sectors. From acute emergencies such as natural disasters to prolonged

circumstances such as ongoing famine. These events share characteristics of

destabilisation and the need for rapid and effective responses. Understanding the many

aspects of crises is essential for creating effective strategies that reduce their impact and

strengthen resilience, the ability to adapt, recover, and grow stronger in the face of adversity.

As societies continue to face complex challenges, from pandemics, to armed-conflicts to

climate-related disasters, the ability to adapt, respond, and recover will become increasingly

important. This underscores the need for continued research, preparation, and collaborative

efforts across sectors and nations to build a more resilient global community. The Israeli-

Palestinian conflict provides a powerful example of this complexity. The events of 1948

mark the Palestinian Nakba and Israeli Independence. For Palestinians, the Nakba (meaning

“catastrophe” in Arabic) represents a profound crisis marked by the mass displacement

of hundreds of thousands of Palestinians, the destruction of villages, and the loss of their

homeland. From this perspective, the Nakba is a disaster with enduring consequences,

symbolising a crisis of identity, loss, and ongoing struggle for rights and recognition.

Conversely, for Jews, the same period is celebrated as a declaration of independence

from the British Mandate and a return to their historic homeland after 2000 years of exile.

From this viewpoint, the events of 1948 are seen as a triumphant moment of nation-

building and self-determination. The crisis for Jews was the survival of their people and

the creation of a sovereign state, which was achieved through the founding of Israel. These

differing interpretations reflect how deeply political and value-laden the process of defining

a crisis can be. What is seen as a devastating loss by one group can be perceived as a
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historical victory by another. As a result, managing crises like these becomes challenging

for governments and authorities, as there is no straightforward rulebook to follow. Instead,

various groups, including political parties, activist organisations, the media, and the global

community, interpret and respond to crises in their own ways, influenced by their unique

historical narratives and contemporary realities.

Post-crisis debates often centre around what caused the crisis, its severity, and the

lessons that can be drawn. These discussions are not just about the facts; they are also

about broader worldviews and what actions should be taken. Therefore, terms like “crisis,”

“disaster,” or “emergency” are not neutral descriptors but are embedded within a larger

political discourse about how society understands and addresses major events (McConnell,

2020).

A crisis can be understood as a significant and destabilising event or phase that

drastically affects key aspects of society, including the quality of life and future prospects

of individuals, particularly the youth (Bojović et al., 2020). For instance, the COVID-19

pandemic severely disrupted educational systems, posing a threat to societal stability

and progress. This situation necessitated rapid and effective responses from institutions,

including a shift from traditional to remote learning models (Bojović et al., 2020).

Similarly, a crisis can refer to a substantial event or series of events that disrupt society

and hinder development, often characterised by conflict, economic turmoil, political

instability, and social upheaval. In Ukraine, the crisis brought on by war has profoundly

impacted the education system, prompting swift modernisation and the adoption of crisis-

responsive educational models. This situation hinders sustainable growth and liberal

values, displaces communities, and calls for a reassessment and reinforcement of core

values and national identity through education (Lavrysh et al., 2022).

Moreover, a crisis is an intense event that significantly affects societal structures, such

as educational activities, by posing challenges related to infrastructure, mental health,

security, and communication. The earthquake in Kahramanmaraş, Turkey, on February 6,

2023, exemplifies such a crisis, requiring immediate action from educators and

policymakers to address the various challenges faced by teachers and students. This

crisis highlights the need for both individual and collective strategies to restore normalcy

and enhance preparedness and crisis management for the future (Arıcı et al., 2023).

Furthermore, a crisis can manifest as a widespread and persistent problem that greatly

disrupts societal well-being and development, often involving severe issues like hunger and

malnutrition. In many African nations, the hunger crisis has been a persistent challenge over

the past three decades, as evidenced by various Global Hunger Index (GHI) scores. This

crisis is exacerbated by factors such as undernourishment, stunted growth, and wasting

in children, and is linked to broader issues of human development, social security, and

terrorism (Otekunrin et al., 2020).

The politics of crisis terminology is a nuanced and strategic aspect of political

communication. The term “crisis” encompasses various events such as accidents,
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emergencies, and disasters, typically characterised by high threat, uncertainty, and urgency.

However, the absence of a universally accepted definition reflects the diverse ways

societies and political actors attempt to understand and address extreme events. The

language of crises is a powerful tool used by governments and opposition groups to shape

public perception and influence responses. Governments may invoke crisis rhetoric to

justify extraordinary measures, promote unity, or advance policies, sometimes for political

gain. Opposition groups use it to highlight issues, pressure the government, or push for

change. The framing of crises, through terms that emphasise scale, urgency, or causes,

shapes how the public perceives and reacts to events. Recognising this political dimension

is crucial for critically analysing how crises are presented and their broader societal impact.

Crisis language may be used to criticise opponents, accusing them of being unfit to lead

during critical times or failing to support the country. In extreme cases, it may be used

to suppress dissent, with the argument that criticism during a crisis can hinder effective

problem-solving. Overall, crisis language is a powerful tool that governments use to drive

change, silence critics, and shape public perception during challenging times.

The key takeaways in understanding the complexity of defining a crisis are:

1. Diversity of Crises: Crises vary widely, including health emergencies, conflicts, natural

disasters, and persistent societal issues.

2. Impact on Society: They affect multiple facets of society, particularly vulnerable

populations such as youth and marginalised communities.

3. Disruption of Education Systems: Crises often severely disrupt education,

necessitating innovative approaches to ensure continuity and adaptation.

4. Necessity of Crisis Management: Effective crisis management requires both

immediate action and long-term strategic planning to build resilience.

5. Opportunities for Transformation: Crises can present challenges as well as

opportunities for societal transformation and the reinforcement of core values.

6. Global Interconnectedness: The interconnected nature of modern society means that

crises often have far-reaching consequences beyond their immediate geographic

location.

What are the potential challenges for sustaining meaningful teaching and
learning during times of crisis?

Sustaining teaching and learning for all during times of crisis presents multiple challenges.

Numerous factors can impact the quality and the conditions of the learning environment

as well as the welfare of both the teachers and the students. Because crises are seen

as disruptive, they jolt educational systems and impact the broader social and family

equilibrium. This imbalance affects learners’ immediate and long-term needs including

physical needs, social needs and, ultimately, integrative needs (Prince & Howard, 2002).
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The VUCA Framework

One model that can be helpful in understanding the challenges that stem from crises is the

VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity) framework. Initially conceived of

as a mindset for leadership development in complex military and later executive business

systems (McNulty, 2015), this paradigm has since been applied to a range of fields including

crisis management. The COVID-19 Pandemic, for example, exemplified VUCA conditions

and this framework provided a lens for helping leaders and decision-makers to navigate the

health crises.

In the following section, we discuss how actors within educational systems (such as

teachers, students, school administrators and support staff) can use VUCA thinking to

respond to crises. Although some scholars have critiqued the VUCA framework for its

limited applicability in societies where volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity are

widespread (Eoyang & Jenkins 2020), we aim to demonstrate how this system of thought

can be applied to both specific incidents of crisis, such as a school shooting, and prolonged

periods of crisis, such as ongoing armed conflicts and war. In both circumstances, volatility,

uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity are present. How individuals and, specifically

educators, respond to VUCA conditions can impact educational continuity as well as both

short-term and long-term challenges that stem from crises.

Crisis Challenges through a VUCA Lens

Notwithstanding the complexity of a crisis, all crises exhibit degrees of volatility,

uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity, and can be classified on a continuum from low

to medium to high (Mladjan & Cvetković, 2012). Examining crisis situations using VUCA

categories can help determine how to act in similar circumstances.

Volatility generally refers to the surrounding environment where circumstances can be

unpredictable and demand urgency. Changes can be sudden and difficult to prepare for and

feelings of helplessness may ensue. To counter volatility, teachers need to set expectations

and then adjust them based on the situation at hand. Doing and achieving become

antidotes to helplessness as well as a means for fostering resilience among learners

(Schlam Salman & Schvarcz, 2024). An important caveat when assessing volatility,

concerns the degree of threat and uncertainty present. When threats are high, as in an

active earthquake or a barrage of missiles, immediate action is required. Educational

frameworks, particularly those in areas of ongoing crises, may already have plans in place

for managing the volatility characteristic of crises. Sustaining learning through definitive,

yet malleable, expectations, even in extreme circumstances, fosters positive self worth and

the possibility of a return to stability and calm.

Uncertainty remains a feature of crises, in particular calamities characterised by

widespread injury, destruction and, in the most extreme cases, death. A VUCA framework

advocates for action despite uncertainty. This is necessary to preserve learners’ social and
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emotional wellbeing and to find a balance between scholastic goals and general welfare.

It has been well-documented that learning is a cognitive, social and emotional undertaking

that involves more than the mere transmission of knowledge (Zembylas, 2007). In order

to manage and respond to the uncertainties present during crises, educators need to

complement expectations with empathy and care. In particular, the model of Maslow’s

hierarchy of needs can help assess degrees of uncertainty and appropriate expectations.

Learners whose basic physiological needs are not being met require modified and/or

scaffold expectations as well as additional flexibility and out-of-the-box pedagogy.

Nevertheless, maintaining learning and some scholastic expectations, even in the face

of uncertainty and turmoil, is key to resilience and a return to societal functioning where

attending school is the general and optimal norm.

Complexity exemplifies crisis situations. Both local, isolated incidents and major,

geopolitical disasters tend to be dynamic and multifaceted with interdependent, and

sometimes competing parts. Rarely do such circumstances fit into neat or simple “good-

bad” slogans but instead reflect complex, interdependent interests and concerns.

Complexity requires vigorous assessment of evidence as well as clarity and critical

thinking. Teachers must grapple with information and misinformation fuelled, in part, by

social media platforms where non-experts can easily disseminate “news” that may not

be totally accurate. Teachers play a key role in helping learners to navigate complexity in

crisis first by ensuring that the facts about the situation are descriptive and accurate and

then by encouraging their learners to challenge hearsay and to check multiple information

sources. See the example provided by Sara (Case Study 2 – COVID Pandemic in Italy) when

describing how “news” was discussed with learners and their parents.

Ambiguity is present in most crisis situations and therefore demands a shift away from

rigid predictions and control. Instead, it calls for fostering competencies that enable

individuals to effectively navigate volatility, uncertainty and complexity.

In this context, critical and affective literacy can be pivotal. Critical literacy involves

understanding socio-historical contexts and acknowledging how crises disproportionately

affect certain ethnic and indigenous communities. Affective literacy entails teachers

providing the opportunity to learners to reflect on personal desires and emotions and

them taking responsibility for their consequences. Together, these literacies can empower

individuals to confront discomfort without succumbing to it and to ultimately envision

alternative futures. Thus, teachers need to acknowledge the ambiguity of the experience for

all affected alongside a commitment to evidence-based information as this is imperative

for mitigating duress in order to cope to some extent as this is ultimately important for

sustaining education during times of crisis.

Unpacking the Challenges of Crises

A VUCA framework can be helpful in clarifying features that generally accompany crises,
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namely volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity. These also contribute to and inform

the challenges that stem from crises. In general, such challenges can be divided into (1)

immediate or short-term challenges and (2) long-term challenges that persist even after the

crisis has subsided. In addition, the ramifications stemming from the challenges generally

correspond to the magnitude of the crisis (low, medium or high).

Short-Term Challenges

Short-term challenges for teaching and learning during times of crisis tend to revolve

around basic physiological and safety needs. This is the case for many kinds of crises

including natural disasters, health pandemics and armed conflicts. At times, school spaces

may no longer be functional or safe. In these cases, there might be governmental bodies,

which regulate the initial challenges such as determining whether it is safe for children to go

to school at all. In the event that school spaces are not viable, determining where, physically,

children can attend school is another immediate challenge. Solutions sometimes require

creative and out-of-the-box solutions such as mobile schools or community-based schools.

Another viable alternative, assuming connectivity and access to digital resources is online

or hybrid learning. Yet another urgent short-term challenge pertains to infrastructure for

ensuring children’s safety. Schools being conducted in war zones, for example, ideally have

bomb shelters or areas where children can take cover if necessary. This is also the case

for natural disasters such as hurricanes and tornadoes. In all these cases, schools may

have a crisis response policy, which ideally is familiar to all involved stakeholders. In their

comprehensive article on maintaining education during wars, Salha et al (2024) outline

different educational responses to short-term challenges focusing on the importance of

maintaining education despite unrest.

Long-Term Challenges

Long-term challenges for teaching and learning during times of crisis tend to have lasting

implications that correlate with socioeconomic levels and parental education levels (Blaskó

et al., 2022). Long-term challenges can be divided into three broad categories: long-term

scholastic challenges, long-term cognitive challenges and long-term psychological

challenges.

Long-term scholastic challenges relate to specific knowledge gaps that impact future

academic achievement. For example, children who have missed significant parts of first

grade, where foundational literacy skills are often acquired, may continue to demonstrate

delays in reading and literacy years later. Delays in scholastic skills may overlap with long-

term cognitive challenges, which can include delays in abstract and critical thinking as well

as delays in stages of development. Long-term psychological challenges may also overlap

with academic and cognitive challenges, in particular those stemming from sustained

volatility, uncertainty, violence and trauma. Mental health issues such as anxiety, stress
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and depression may be pervasive. In addition, enduring ongoing crisis and unrest may

result in other psychological conditions that impact learners’ ability to maintain day-to-day

functioning.

Addressing long-term challenges requires assistance from trained professionals who can

guide teachers and other educational stakeholders. Several chapters in this modular open

source textbook can provide further resources. They are linked here as follows:

*Teacher agency and inclusion

*Inclusive Education in diverse contexts (See section on Refugee Camps)

*Restorative Practice in School: Implementing restorative approaches to resolve conflicts

and build positive relationships within the school community

*Breaking the silence: Empowering schools in the practice of trauma informed education

The impact of education on conflict and its resolution

As much as crises have an impact on education in terms of learning and teaching,

education in turn can play a crucial role in shaping societies and can significantly influence

both the emergence and resolution of conflicts. Understanding the dual nature of education,

its potential to reinforce divisions or promote peace, is essential for fostering stable and

harmonious communities.

How education reinforces, exacerbates, and prolongs conflict:

1. Reinforcing dominant narratives: Education systems can perpetuate dominant

narratives, stereotypes, and ideologies that fuel conflict. For example, education in

some areas may emphasise a particular ethnic or religious identity, creating divisions

between groups. For instance, in Myanmar, educational curricula often emphasise a

Buddhist-nationalist perspective, marginalising ethnic minorities such as the Rohingya.

This has contributed to longstanding tensions and violence against minority groups as

the educational system entrenches a singular national identity rather than promoting

inclusivity.

2. Intensifying inequality: Inequalities in access to education can widen existing social

and economic gaps, leading to resentment and feelings of marginalisation. For

example, the educational disparities during Apartheid in South Africa and Namibia

served to entrench social stratification and disenfranchise Black South Africans. The

unequal provision of “Bantu Education” not only maintained the regime’s control but

also fueled uprisings, particularly among students who sought equal rights. Similarly,

in Colombia, limited access to quality education in rural areas exacerbated inequality

and drove the youth towards armed groups, perpetuating the cycle of violence.

3. Promoting polarising curricula: Educational materials can be biased or one-sided,

promoting a particular political or ideological agenda, which can deepen divisions and

fuel conflict. For example, History textbooks in Namibia and South Africa portrayed a

biased view which did not include the history of the oppressed people. Similarly, the
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use of biased history textbooks during the ethnic conflict in the former Yugoslavia

contributed to entrenched ethnic divisions, as each group received a version of history

that portrayed them as victims and the other groups as aggressors. Such curricula

hampered reconciliation efforts and perpetuated animosities long after the war had

ended.

4. Lack of critical thinking skills: Education systems that focus solely on rote learning

or memorisation may leave students ill-equipped to navigate complex conflicts. In

authoritarian regimes, such as North Korea, where the education system emphasises

obedience and ideology over critical thinking, individuals lack the tools to question and

challenge the status quo. This not only perpetuates existing conflicts but also stifles

potential avenues for peaceful change and progress.

How education promotes peace and positive influences:

1. Fostering tolerance and understanding: Education can promote cross-cultural

understanding, empathy, and tolerance by incorporating diverse perspectives and

experiences. For instance, in post-genocide Rwanda, educational initiatives have

included curricula that address the history and implications of the genocide while

promoting unity and understanding among different ethnic groups. Programmes that

encourage dialogue and shared experiences have been instrumental in fostering

reconciliation.

2. Critical thinking and problem-solving: Education that emphasises critical thinking,

problem-solving, and collaboration can help individuals develop skills to address

conflicts constructively. In Finland, educational reforms highlight project-based

learning and cooperative tasks that encourage students to think creatively and work

together, equipping them to approach conflicts with innovative and collaborative

solutions.

3. Conflict resolution skills: Education can impart conflict resolution techniques, such as

mediation, negotiation, and dialogue, to help individuals manage disputes effectively.

Programmes like “Peace Education” in various conflict-affected zones, such as Gaza

and Israel, teach students how to engage in dialogue, manage disagreements, and seek

collaborative solutions, fostering a culture of peace.

4. Social cohesion: Education can promote social cohesion by emphasising shared

values, common goals, and a sense of shared humanity. In countries like Lebanon,

initiatives that bring together students from different religious and cultural

backgrounds through joint learning opportunities can build bridges and foster mutual

respect, laying a foundation for a more harmonious society.
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Recommendations for maximising the positive impact of education

To maximise the positive impact of education in crisis and conflict-affected contexts, it’s

essential to:

1. Develop inclusive curricula that promote critical thinking, tolerance, and understanding.

Curricula should promote critical thinking, tolerance, and understanding, integrating

diverse perspectives to foster an environment of mutual respect.

2. Provide access to education for all individuals, regardless of their background or

circumstances. Ensuring access to education for all individuals, regardless of their

background or circumstances, is essential in preventing marginalisation and

resentment.

3. Foster safe learning environments that prioritise student well-being and protection.

Learning spaces must prioritise student well-being and protection, encouraging open

dialogue and resilience in the face of adversity.

4. Encourage community engagement and participation in education planning and

implementation. Actively involving communities in educational planning and

implementation can foster a sense of ownership and relevance, ensuring that the

education system aligns with the needs of the populace.

By acknowledging and addressing the complex role of education in both perpetuating and

resolving conflict, we can work towards building more peaceful, inclusive, and resilient

societies. Through strategic interventions in education, we can lay the groundwork for

understanding, empathy, and collaboration in the face of division and discord. (Adapted

from Di Maio, Brück & Miarri, 2022).

How do we respond to the educational challenges brought on by the crisis?

In times of crisis, the role of teachers and educators extends beyond the physical

boundaries of the school walls and being the mere convenors of structured and formalised

academic content. The examples provided at the beginning of the chapter help us

understand that crises such as health pandemics, natural disasters, or social and political

upheaval tend to not only disturb but could potentially also disrupt a student’s traditional

learning environment, creating unprecedented challenges for teachers. It is here that we

acknowledge the centrality of ‘care’ in education, for its role has become more prominent

and apparent. The chapter relies on two pedagogical approaches that have emerged as

crucial in addressing the various challenges of teaching during different crises. These are

‘pedagogy of care’ (Noddings 1992; Mortari, 2016; Mehrotra, 2021) and ‘trauma-informed

pedagogy’ (Brunzell et. al, 2019), and they are used as the foundational theories for

addressing the challenges since they recognise and emphasise the emotional and

psychological needs of the students during these unusual times.
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As stated earlier, both ‘pedagogy of care’ and ‘trauma-informed pedagogy’ recognise

‘care’ as a core principle that guides and dictates the pedagogical interventions. Care

is essentially fundamental in education, particularly during times of crisis. This section,

therefore, will attempt to define the theories briefly. Drawing from the two theories, the

chapter will shed light on the various principles, values, and strategies educators can adopt

during these difficult periods.

Pedagogy of Care

The theory of pedagogy of care is widely used in education and emphasises empathy,

nurturing, and creating enduring bonds between teachers and pupils. Emerging from

feminist theories, humanistic education, ethics of care, and particularly Nel Noddings’

(1992) work, it highlights the centrality of ‘care’ in education. It sheds light on previously

ignored emotional and mental needs of students, alongside their academic needs, as a way

to promote a more comprehensive education and pedagogical system. We recognise and

acknowledge the need for it in today’s time, which are often dictated by unprecedented

events and crises. The pedagogy of care, therefore, has regained its importance.

The foundational idea of the pedagogy of care is rooted in the philosophy of ethics

of care, which emphasises relational dynamics over individualism. Nel Noddings (1992),

a proponent of the theory, argued that education should prioritise caring relationships

between teachers and students. For her, care is both a moral and educational imperative.

Noddings (1992) highlights that students thrive in environments where they feel valued,

respected, and emotionally supported. Ethics of care is the philosophical and foundational

principle of pedagogy of care. It prioritises and emphasises the building and development

of nurturing connections between educators and learners, providing care as both morally

and educationally necessary (Noddings, 1992). These educational settings, therefore,

foster a sense of worth, respect, and emotional support that are conducive to students’ well-

being.

A critical aspect of the pedagogy of care is the emotional labour required by educators.

As Mortari (2016) suggests, care involves nurturing emotions that contribute to a healthy,

respectful relationship between the ‘caregiver’ (educator) and the ‘care receiver’ (learner).

In an educational context, this means that teachers must be emotionally attuned to their

students’ needs, providing them with a sense of safety and belonging, which facilitates

learning. However, what lies at the core of this progressive pedagogy is the emotional

labour that educators must perform. According to Mortari (2016), providing care entails

fostering feelings that support a positive, mutually respected connection between the care

provider and the person receiving it. This implies that in an educational setting, educators

have to be sensitive to the emotional needs of their pupils to provide them with a sense

of security and acceptance, which promotes learning, which given the uncertain

circumstances of crisis is an important aspect. Mortari (2016) further investigates how
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care in educational environments nourishes students’ emotional and intellectual growth.

The focus is on seeing care as an active, continuous process that calls on teachers to

develop relationships of trust with learners to foster a conducive and thriving learning

environment. This care is not solely for learners but should be extended to communities of

care for all educators who operate in the learning environment because without their well

being catered for, they cannot in turn care fully for their learners.

Ba (2022) highlights the importance of fostering community and well-being, even in the

face of mass disruption and loss, and how the duty of care, during such times, is not merely

about delivering structured academic content but ensuring the mental and emotional well-

being of students, due to heightened anxiety and stress levels. Arguing on similar lines,

Mehrotra (2021) reflects on the need for collective well-being and community care in

educational space while emphasising the importance of co-creating meaning and fostering

a sense of belonging, the practice of care, herein, is not a peripheral concern but central

to the educational mission, especially in times of widespread distress. This educational

philosophy is also closely tied to the belief in social justice, wherein we recognise and

acknowledge how the various systematic and institutional barriers disproportionately affect

marginalised students. Therefore, when we attempt to centre ‘care’, educators resist the

commodification of learning and create spaces where students are seen as whole persons,

bringing their identities and the challenges that come along with it, rather than mere

consumers of knowledge (Noddings, 1992; Mehrotra, 2021).

Trauma-informed Pedagogy

Another key theory that compliments the theory of pedagogy of care is Trauma-informed

pedagogy. It has emerged as an essential framework in modern educational systems

to support learners who have experienced adverse life events and therefore is relevant

to learners in citations of crises (Brunzell et al., 2019). It is grounded in principles of

psychological safety and therefore gives importance to mental and emotional well-being,

empathy and understanding. The strength of this theory lies in acknowledging the deep

impact of the trauma of an event or a crisis on the learners’ ability to be part of a structured

academic program and therefore impacting their learning and ability to be a part of a

formalised academic setting. This educational theory is rooted in the understanding that

trauma is not a rare event, unfortunately. Hence, it is necessary for educators to incorporate

trauma-informed practices into their teaching to create an environment where the learners

most importantly feel physically and mentally safe, supported and a flexible model of

learning is offered to them (Brunzell et al., 2019).

The implementation of trauma-informed pedagogy necessitates more than just a mere

understanding of trauma but rather involves understanding how a shift in how educators

approach teaching and interacting with students ought to occur. As Brunzell et. al (2019)

suggest, trauma-informed strategies can include flexible learning environments, emotional
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regulation activities, and practices that prioritise relational connection over academic

content alone. This includes, firstly, an effective strategy for developing safe classrooms,

where the learners are encouraged to express their feelings without fear of judgement. This

could include creating routines, open and safe communication, and practices that ease the

stress (Brunzell et al., 2019). Most importantly, however, is that this approach incorporates

positive behaviour and restorative practices. Understanding that behaviours of ‘indiscipline’

during the classes may stem from trauma allows teachers to respond with empathy and

support rather than punishment (Cramer, 2018).

Trauma-informed pedagogy represents a vital shift in how educators approach teaching,

wherein they prioritise safety, trust, and empowerment in situations of crisis, whether short-

lived or ongoing therefore, these educators create classrooms that are not only spaces of

academic learning but also places of healing and growth (Brunzell et al., 2019).

The educational response to different crises can be as varied as the nature of crises

themselve varies. As the term crisis implies, a significant disruption affects the normal

functioning of a society, leading to immediate challenges that require urgent response

and recovery efforts. Also, crises can take many forms, including natural disasters, armed

conflicts, pandemics, and socioeconomic upheavals. Each type of crisis can have profound

implications for education systems, necessitating tailored responses that consider the

specific context and needs of affected populations. Thus, the authors do not claim that the

responses discussed below are the only viable ones.

In the next section, we will explore how educational institutions and stakeholders can

respond to the challenges posed by crises, focusing first on the principles and values of

care, followed by practical response measures involving various stakeholders.

Principles and Values of Care in Education

1. Empathy and Understanding:

In times of crisis, it is essential to cultivate an educational environment that prioritises

emotional well-being. Research suggests that supportive educational environments

contribute to better mental health outcomes for students and can mitigate the negative

impacts of stress and trauma (Brymer, et al., 2012). Schools can introduce comprehensive

support systems where teachers are trained to recognise and respond to emotional

distress.

2. Inclusivity and Equity

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted existing inequities within education systems

worldwide. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)

stated that marginalised groups are disproportionately affected by educational disruptions
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(UNESCO, 2020). Emergency educational responses must ensure equitable access to

learning resources, particularly for vulnerable populations.

3. Flexibility and Adaptability

Education systems must demonstrate flexibility to adapt to rapidly changing

circumstances. The World Bank emphasises the importance of agile education systems

that can switch between various modes of learning (World Bank, 2022). This flexibility

could involve using online learning platforms, hybrid models, or community learning hubs

to ensure continuity in education.

4. Collaboration and Community Engagement

Stakeholder collaboration enhances the effectiveness of educational responses. Evidence

shows that schools engaged with parents and the community during crises saw improved

educational outcomes and student engagement (Epstein & Sheldon, 2022). Building

partnerships with local organisations can also facilitate resource-sharing and support

programs.

5. Safety and Protection

Ensuring safety in educational settings is paramount, particularly in crisis situations. The

Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack emphasises the necessity of

implementing protective measures and protocols to safeguard students and teachers from

violence and trauma (Global Coalition to Protect Education from Attack, 2019). This could

include training educational staff in crisis response and establishing secure infrastructures.

Response Practices for Different Stakeholders

1. Governments and Policy Makers

Governments must lead in establishing frameworks for educational continuity during

crises. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) outlines the necessity for responsive

policy frameworks to secure educational planning and resource allocation even in

emergencies (UNICEF, 2020). This guidance leads to actionable steps in prioritising

education during and after crises.

2. Schools and Educators

Schools need to adopt trauma-informed approaches to education as part of their crisis

response. Research indicates that trauma-informed practices positively affect academic
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performance and student behaviour (Casale & Linderkamp, 2024) Educators trained in

understanding trauma can create supportive learning environments to help students

recover and engage meaningfully.

3. Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs)

NGOs often fill gaps when governmental responses may falter. They have the expertise

and flexibility to implement programs targeting unique educational needs during crises. For

instance, organisations like Save the Children provide emergency education responses that

adapt to the changing conditions in conflict and disaster zones (Save the Children, 2021).

4. Families and Communities

Families and communities are integral to educational success, particularly during crises.

Communities can play a vital role in advocating for educational needs while establishing

networks for support. Research has shown that family engagement positively influences

children’s academic achievement (Henderson & Mapp, 2002).

4. How can teachers be agents of change in a crisis?During times of crisis, teachers

play a crucial role as agents of social change, assuming multifaceted responsibilities that

go beyond traditional and expected educational duties. Such challenging times create

an environment of heightened stress, fear, and uncertainty. The safety and well-being of

learners, especially those from socially marginalised communities, are often compromised

(Davis et al. 2021). Classrooms, embedded within the fabric of the community and society,

reflect this diversity, encompassing students of various social identities, such as class,

caste, gender, religion, ethnicity, and disability. See the chapter on Teacher Agency

Teachers are essential in fostering physically and emotionally safe spaces where learners

feel secure. This involves providing emotional support to alleviate anxiety and stress. They

must ensure the safety and security of all learners while maintaining a sense of ‘adaptive

normalcy’ and providing targeted support in the case of learners with specific educational

needs.

One of the essential tasks for teachers during crises is to unpack the nature of the crisis

thoughtfully and respectfully. This includes but is not limited to facilitating discussions that

explore the crisis, encouraging critical thinking and promoting empathy among students,

helping them process complex emotions and develop nuanced perspectives on current

events. This has to be done in an age-appropriate manner (UNESCO, 2020).

Extending learning beyond the confines of the school is another critical role for teachers.

Teachers make education more relevant and impactful by embracing the pedagogy of care

(Noddings, 1992; Mortari, 2016; Mehrotra, 2021) and trauma-informed pedagogy (Brunzell

et al., 2019), as discussed in the previous sections, by moulding school knowledge and

linking it to real-world events. This approach fosters a sense of purpose and engagement,
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helping students see the value of their education in real-life contexts. The curriculum must

adapt to accommodate diverse learning styles, ensuring meaningful engagement for all

students.

Teachers also serve as role models, demonstrating empathy, resilience, acceptance,

and flexibility and encouraging respect and morality (Cappy 2016). By embodying these

traits, teachers reinforce positive coping mechanisms and encourage adaptive behaviours

among students. Creating a safe and inclusive classroom environment, coupled with open

communication and empathy, is crucial. It also fosters a sense of belonging and mutual

respect. As discussed, these practices are at the core and embodiment of ‘care’.

Mindfulness practices can help both teachers and students manage stress and maintain

focus amidst uncertainty. Lastly, collaboration among teachers is essential for enhancing

support systems and promoting effective crisis response strategies (Ba, 2022). By sharing

resources and best practices, educators can better meet the evolving needs of students and

the community.

Conclusion

In times of crisis, whether due to global pandemics, natural disasters, or societal upheavals,

the role of education becomes more critical than ever. This chapter has examined the

multifaceted challenges faced by educators, students, and communities during these

troubled periods, and it has highlighted strategies for maintaining meaningful education

amidst such adversity.

Key insights include:

1. The importance of understanding crises through frameworks like VUCA (Volatility,

Uncertainty, Complexity, and Ambiguity) to better anticipate and respond effectively.

2. The vital role of teachers as change-makers, going beyond academic instruction to

offer emotional support, create safe spaces, and nurture resilience.

3. The necessity of adopting learner-centred pedagogies, such as the ‘pedagogy of care’

and ‘trauma-informed pedagogy,’ which emphasise students’ emotional well-being in

tandem with academic development.

4. The need for adaptability and flexibility in educational methods, including the use of

technology and alternative learning models when traditional approaches are disrupted.

5. The power of collaboration between educators, families, communities, NGOs, and

policymakers to create robust support systems that prioritise teachers’ and students’

learning and well-being.

As we navigate an increasingly unpredictable world, the ability to sustain education during

crises is essential for educators and educational systems. By fostering empathy, inclusivity,
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and flexibility, we ensure that learning continues to thrive even in the most challenging

conditions.

The lessons from global crises reveal that education is not just about imparting

knowledge, but also about building resilience, fostering community, and nurturing hope. As

we move forward, let us embrace these insights, continually supporting educators who,

despite being overwhelmed, remain committed to their work and break the silence on their

challenges.

Refaat Alareer, a distinguished Palestinian professor and writer, dedicated his life to

amplifying Gazan voices through literature and initiatives like “We Are Not Numbers.”

Tragically killed in a Gaza airstrike on December 7, 2023, his legacy endures. If his work and

poems teach us anything, it’s that even in the darkest times, education preserves stories

and keeps alive the hope that one day, these voices will be heard, Refaat Alareer wrote:

If I must die,

you must live

to tell my story

to sell my things

to buy a piece of cloth

and some strings,

(make it white with a long tail)

so that a child, somewhere in Gaza

while looking heaven in the eye

awaiting his dad who left in a blaze —

and bid no one farewell

not even to his flesh not even to himself ー

sees the kite, my kite you made, flying up above,

and thinks for a moment an angel is there

bringing back love.

If I must die

let it bring hope,

let it be a story.

REFAAT ALAREER

Alareer’s poem, despite the immense tragedy that it is related to, gives us a message

of hope and love. It teaches us that at the heart of every crisis, human beings suffer, and

despite this suffering, human beings are resilient.
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Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=663#h5p-39

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

Having read the chapter, discuss in small groups your own experience(s) with a crisis

situation/crises. Reflect on:

1. What makes it a crisis? Use the definitions discussed under 1. Understanding the

complexity of defining a crisis to assist you in formulating your answer.
2. What challenges did you and your community encounter?

3. How did these challenges influence learning and teaching during/after the immediate

crisis?

4. What was the response to these challenges? (See 3. How do we respond to the

educational challenges brought on by a crisis?)

5. In your opinion, how can these responses be improved in crisis situations?

6. How can you as a prospective teacher be an agent of change so that inclusive

strategies can reach all learners in your class/school/community to mitigate to some

extent the far-reaching impact of a crisis?

7. Once your groups report back to the whole class, take note of how the challenges and

responses are different based on the different types of crisis.

8. More importantly, take note of how the challenges and responses are similar across the

various crises.
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INTERNATIONAL SCHOOLS FOSTERING OR
HINDERING EQUAL EDUCATIONAL
OPPORTUNITIES

Baran Yousefi; Kristina Pennell-Götze; and Linjie Zhang

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=655#oembed-1

Example Case

“The Peace School”

“The concept of The Peace School originated in 2005 in Iran as an innovative and alternative

approach to education. Despite its progressive vision, the school faced significant challenges,

as neither the government nor other organisations supported or approved of its methodology.

Consequently, students graduating from the school were left without official diplomas and had

to take mainstream assessment tests independently. After 19 years of suppressed operations

in Iran, without national or international support or a platform for a voice, a new branch of The

Peace School began operating in Toronto, Canada, in 2024 as a private, international elementary

school.

The primary goal of establishing this new branch was to support Iranian students by providing

them with recognised diplomas for their continued studies. The Peace School is a hub for

international students, offering a unique environment where students from diverse

backgrounds can learn, share experiences, and influence one another. The school’s philosophy

centres on a humanistic, child-centred approach, anticipating that students will be motivated to

learn beyond mainstream educational requirements.
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Collaboration in decision-making and lesson planning is emphasised, involving families,

students, and teachers to create a supportive learning environment. We believe unilateral

decisions by any single group — students, parents, or teachers/staff — can compromise

education. Regular communication among all parties helps tailor personalised curricula that

cater to each child’s unique needs, abilities, and interests. We focus on sparking curiosity and

creativity through project-based learning rather than a linear, textbook-driven approach. Instead

of conventional numerical grading, we employ a descriptive evaluation process to assess a

child’s progress. This holistic approach comprehensively explains each child’s growth and

development.

We believe peace is not merely the absence of war; it encompasses principles such as love,

empathy, and compassion, which must be learnt during childhood. Our vision is to create a

community of positive, optimistic citizens equipped to make transformative impacts on their

own lives, the lives of others, and society as a whole. We aim to nurture children who are aware

of and engaged with the world, capable of addressing obstacles with innovative solutions, and

can contribute meaningfully to a more compassionate and equitable global community.”

Initial questions

1. International schools are microcosms of society. What are some of the gaps that exist

within international schools?

2. Diversity is the core of international schools. How can international schools effectively

integrate diversity, equitable practices and foster inclusion?

3. Students are agents for change. How can international schools empower students to

better foster diversity, equity and inclusion?

Introduction to Topic

In this chapter, we focus on international schools and how they foster or hinder diversity,

equity and inclusion. Through examining international schools as microcosms of society,

clearly gaps exist within some international school ecosystems. What are the cultural,

economic and social gaps? In addition, diversity is a core strength of international schools,
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so how can diversity, equity and inclusion be fostered? Finally, with an understanding that

students are agents for change, how can international schools empower students to better

foster diversity, equity, and inclusion as they develop as global citizens?

In an increasingly globalised world (Bittencourt & Willetts, 2018), the international

education industry continues to develop and expand in countries around the world (Bunnell

et al., 2017; Hayden & Thompson, 2015). Highly influenced by colonialism (Poole & Bunnell,

2021), neoliberalism (Robertson, 2003) and capitalism (Rojo & Percio, 2020), international

schools historically cater to the elite social class (Silva-Enos et al., 2022), typically

populations of international expatriates from diplomatic, missionary, military, and

multinational business organisations (MacDonald, 2009). Over time this has increasingly

shifted to include a higher proportion of local host nation upper-middle class children

and their families (Hayden, 2011; MacDonald, 2009). However the purpose of international

schools has largely remained the same on paper, which is to educate and develop

individuals who were socially competent and accepting of political differences, while also

highlighting the human rights of all people (UNESCO, 1974).

Some researchers began noticing differences and developed three distinct definitions

for the types of international schools that exist (Thompson & Hayden, 2013). These are

described below.

The definitions of international school types

“‘Type A’ ‘traditional’ international schools: established principally to cater for globally

mobile expatriate families for whom the local education system is not considered

appropriate” (Thompson & Hayden, 2013: 5).

‘Type A’ example: The first documented international school is the International School

of Geneva (Ecolint), founded in 1924 by visionaries and officials of the League of Nations

and International Labour Organisation (Ecolint, 2024). It was founded to cater for children

of expatriate and transient families who often change from year to year (Heyward, 2002).

These mobile students might also include a percentage of children referred to as Third

Culture Kids (TCKs) or transnational youth (Tanu, 2018). ‘Type A’ international schools, like

Ecolint, are often private institutions that cater to the diverse elite and globally advantaged

(Gardner-McTaggart, 2018). International mindedness and global citizenship are

overarching values of ‘Type A’ international schools (Tarc, 2018) due to their associations

with accrediting bodies such as the Council of International Schools (CIS), Western

Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC), and New England Association of Schools

and Colleges (NEASC). These schools also tend to adopt an international curriculum such

as the International Baccalaureate (IB) (Silva-Enos et al., 2022), but may also specialise in

more regional curriculums such as the French Baccalauréat, American Common Core or

the British National Curriculum, with students aiming to complete their Baccalauréat (BAC)
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diploma, Advanced Placement (AP) courses, General Certificate of Secondary Education

(GCSE), or Advanced Level (A-Level) qualifications (Bates, 2011).

“‘Type B’ ‘ideological’ international schools: established principally on an ideological

basis, bringing together young people from different parts of the world to be educated

together with a view to promoting global peace and understanding” (Thompson & Hayden,

2013: 5).

‘Type B’ example: ‘Type B’ international schools are established with a clear vision of

bringing together young people from different parts of the world to be educated in a

shared environment. By doing so, they aim to foster a sense of global citizenship and

mutual respect among students from diverse backgrounds. These institutions are not just

centres of academic learning but are also hubs fostering cultural diversity, where students

from various nationalities blend in, sharing their unique experiences while developing new,

universal ones with their peers in the host country. In these ‘Type B’ schools, such as The

Peace School, the emphasis is on creating a collaborative and inclusive atmosphere that

transcends traditional educational boundaries. Students are encouraged to engage with

each other’s cultural perspectives, leading to a richer understanding of global issues and

the promotion of international harmony. This approach aligns with the schools’ ideological

foundation, as they actively work towards building a more peaceful and interconnected

world. By nurturing these values, ‘Type B’ international schools play a critical role in shaping

the next generation of well-equipped leaders to navigate and contribute positively to our

increasingly globalised society.

“‘Type C’ ‘non-traditional’ international schools: established principally to cater for ‘host

country nationals’ – the socio-economically advantaged elite of the host country who seek

for their children a form of education different from, and perceived to be of higher quality

than, that available in the national education system” (Thompson & Hayden, 2013: 5).

‘Type C’ example: The initial step in the development of Type C international schools was

recognising the growing demand among wealthy local families for an education that could

provide a global perspective and competitive edge for their children. This demand was

fuelled by the perception that the national education system was not adequately preparing

students for the globalised world (Thompson & Hayden, 2013). To meet this demand, these

schools designed a hybrid curriculum that integrates elements of internationally recognised

programs, such as the International Baccalaureate (IB) or Cambridge International

Examinations, with aspects of the local education system. This blend ensures that students

receive a comprehensive education that respects local traditions and requirements while

also providing a global outlook. Singapore International School (SIS) in Vietnam exemplifies

the emergence of ‘Type C’ international schools. Established to cater primarily to the

children of affluent Vietnamese families seeking a globalised education, SIS recognised the

growing demand for an alternative to the traditional local curriculum (Nguyen, 2017).

International education’s illusion of an accurate definition is the result of the diverse and

varied contexts schools are situated in (Poole & Bunnell, 2021), however it is acknowledged
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that international schools predominantly deliver curriculum in English, both in- and outside

of English-speaking countries (Brummit & Keeling, 2013). It can be seen then that

international schools are intricate social contexts (Grimshaw & Sears, 2008).

Defining diversity, equity and inclusion

Diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) has become public discourse across many industries.

Much like international schools, defining DEI is a contentious topic, with various scholars

and practitioners debating each component and its importance. Variations of DEI that you

may come across include:

• Diversity, equity, inclusion, justice (DEIJ)

• Justice, equity, diversity, inclusion (JEDI)

• Diversity, equity, inclusion, belonging (DEIB)

• Equality, diversity, inclusion (EDI)

• Inclusion via diversity, equity, antiracism (I-DEA)

• Diversity, equity, inclusion, accessibility (DEIA)

• Anti bias anti racist (ABAR)

For the purposes of our chapter, we will be using these definitions as defined by Arsel et al.

(2022: 920):

“Diversity refers broadly to real, or perceived physical or socio-cultural differences

attributed to people and the representation of these differences in research, market spaces,

and organisations. Equity refers to fairness in the treatment of people in terms of both

opportunity and outcome. Inclusion refers to creating a culture that fosters belonging and

incorporation of diverse groups and is usually operationalised as opposition to exclusion or

marginalisation.”

Key aspects

International schools: A global industry

The number of international schools is rapidly rising with currently over 5000 worldwide

(Bates, 2023). According to Brummitt (2007, 2009), the most rapid growth is occurring

in Asia (especially China), Europe and Africa. However, these figures may not reflect true

reality due to the highly contested definition of international schools (Tanu, 2018). Our

working definition for this chapter refers to three types of international schools as defined

by Thompson & Hayden (2013; see above), and when discussing the rise of these types of

international schools, two factors can be attributed. First, as a result of globalisation and

the growth of the middle class in so-called developing countries (World Bank, 2007), there

is support for the expansion of the ‘international school industry’ as theorised by Bunnell
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(2007) and MacDonald (2006), from an elite status to a more general status. Second,

the education industry is generally gaining recognition as a global service industry worth

billions of dollars (Bates, 2023), and its prospects for privatisation and commercialisation

are highly valued (Susan Robertson, 2003). As a result, international schools are a global

multi-billion dollar industry with double bottom lines, one educational and one business

(MacDonald, 2006).

The growth of international schools is not purely numerical, as it has also coincided with

the evolution of neoliberal ideologies in reorganising societies and social relations (Bates,

2023). Robertson (2008) elaborates that neoliberalism has three main goals:

“(1) the redistribution of wealth upward to the ruling elites through new structures of

governance, (2) the transformation of education systems so that the production of workers

for the economy is the primary mandate and (3) the breaking down of education as a public

sector monopoly, opening it up for strategic investment by for-profit firms” (Robertson 2008:

12)

With this in mind, international schools vary widely, and the identities of these schools

often deal with the tension between being market driven and ideology driven or falling

on the spectrum between the two (Hayden & Thompson, 2008). As international schools

are largely considered to be diverse hubs that are internationally minded and foster global

citizenship (Tarc, 2018), the major issues that shape complex international school contexts

and practices arise from the dichotomy between global culture and local culture in a global

market (Bates, 2023). Tanu (2018: 5) explains that “international schools catered mainly

to the children of expatriates, who made up 80 percent of the student body more than

thirty years ago, rather than to local children, the trend has been reversed in recent years

with local students making up 80 percent of the student demography.” It is clear that

international schools are ecosystems full of tensions, differing interests and bottom lines.

Existing gaps in international schools

When international schools were first created and developed, the identity of these schools

were often determined by Western countries, such as the United States, the United

Kingdom, Australia and Canada (Bates, 2011). With the specific target audience and

clientele being largely expatriate, these international schools emerged to create a “school

from home, away from home” (Gibson & Bailey, 2023: 410). As private institutions,

international schools are complex social contexts (Grimshaw & Sears, 2008) that often

form a community of diverse racial, cultural, and ethnic families (Brooks & Watson, 2019). In

an increasingly globalised world (Bittencourt & Willets, 2018), where cultural, economic, and

social divisions continue to widen (Putnam, 2015), schools need to be environments where

diversity, equity and inclusion is fostered for all students (Riley, 2019). Interestingly though,

Hayden (2011: 221) notes that “it is ironic, then, that schools that developed originally to

promote greater social harmony and understanding between different people, as well as
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to facilitate mobility, seem to be contributing to a growing educational gap between social

groups and thus to growing inequality in societies.”

Students spend a large portion of their youth at school, and developing a sense of

inclusion and belonging is important (Maslow, 1954). At international schools, students

are often forced to assimilate to the dominant culture, which is largely white and Western

(Datnow & Park, 2008), and Anglo-Christian (Gardner-McTaggart, 2019). Reinforcing

neoliberal and neocolonial ideologies, education sustains white supremacy at the most

structural and societal levels, indoctrinating the dominant culture of whiteness and white

privilege (Genao & Mercedes, 2021). This can lead to a divide between global and local

culture, and identity confusion. Belonging, defined as being in a physical or virtual space

where one can be confident and safe in one’s identity, while also feeling valued and at

ease (Flewitt et al., 2017; Riley, 2017), is an important aspect within international school

communities. Despite the need for international schools to foster belonging through

diversity, equity and inclusion, across OECD countries there is a declining trend with 1 in

4 international school students feeling that they do not belong (OECD, 2017). This could

be due to the dynamic and transient nature of expatriate international teachers (Caffyn,

2010), or the understanding that the diverse cultural, social and racial make-up of the school

population adds another complex layer to developing a sense of belonging in a global

community (Brooks & Watson, 2019). It is no longer enough to assume that diverse student

populations (Khalifa et al., 2016) and core values of global citizenship and international

mindedness (Hill, 2014; Tarc, 2018) are markers for belonging in international schools.

What are some of the gaps that exist in international schools that are hindering diversity,

equity and inclusion?

Socio-cultural gaps

“International schools hold great potential as transformative spaces to initiate planetary

action for peace, equality, justice and environmental change” (Gardner-McTaggart, 2020: 1).

International schools, particularly those offering the International Baccalaureate (IB),

operate within a unique global space that is independent of any single nation-state’s

political aims (Bourdieu 1996). Yet, while these institutions are unbound from national

power structures, they often perpetuate a neoliberal ideology that has gained prominence

in so-called Western democracies over recent decades (Gardner-McTaggart, 2020). This

neoliberal orientation manifests as a form of cultural hegemony, where the international

school landscape replicates Western, particularly Anglo European, values and norms under

the guise of global education (Gardner-McTaggart, 2020). This globalised model not only

reinforces social privilege and power but also promotes a largely uncritical adherence

to Western ideals, cultivating a specific worldview in students that prioritises individual

achievement and market-based values over communal or locally contextualised

perspectives.
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Despite a veneer of inclusivity, international schools often maintain an underlying

framework of whiteness that pervades their curricula, staffing, and institutional culture.

Predominantly led by white educators and operating with an unexamined Anglo-centric

perspective, these schools risk advancing a limited view of global citizenship that may

inadvertently obscure systemic issues such as colonial legacies and racial inequities. Even

well-meaning initiatives, such as advisory programs and assemblies, that aim to address

racism can fall short, treating it as an individual rather than a systemic problem, and leaving

foundational power structures unchallenged (Bartoli et al., 2016). By examining the implicit

racial and cultural biases embedded in international education policies and practices, it

becomes evident that these schools play an active role in maintaining a globalised, Western

hegemony, repackaging it as progressive education while neglecting critical interrogations

of race and privilege (Gardner-McTaggart, 2016).

“How often did we as international students feel unrepresented in the course topics that

were assigned to us? And how many of us, upon the death of George Floyd, felt the jolt of

realisation that we know nothing about systemic racism, colonialism and its undiscussed

modern successor?” (David, 2020: website)

In so-called developing countries, IB schools are typically private and cater to privileged

demographics, whereas in Anglo European countries, the IB program is increasingly

integrated within public (state) schools, appealing to middle-class families seeking high

academic standards (IBO, 2012a; Resnik, 2012). Both of these reflect Type A and Type C

international schools. This trend underscores the cultural capital linked to IB enrolment,

which offers a sense of distinction and academic prestige (Bourdieu, 1984). The IB’s

mission promotes so-called Western humanist ideals, encouraging intercultural

understanding and lifelong learning with an appreciation for diverse perspectives (IBO,

2020a, 2020b). As part of a loosely regulated global market, IB schools are prized for their

IB World School status, which positions them competitively within a neoliberal marketplace

that capitalises on the demand for globalised, elite education.

Socio-economic gaps

Being international is an ideology that has shaped international schools and the

transnational and national class structures of the global economy (Tanu, 2018). The theme

of social class is not unusual in the literature on international education. Class analysis

in the research on international education has been underscored to reveal the role of elite

institutions in reinforcing the privilege of the elite class (Gaztambide-Fernández & Howard,

2010; Howard & Kenway, 2015; Kenway & Koh, 2015; Koh, 2014; Stevens, 2009). Therefore,

the study of social class and international education overlaps with the research on elites

and elite education to a large extent (Ball, 2015; Howard & Kenway, 2015; Weis, 2014;

Weis & Dolby, 2012). The concentration of wealth in both so-called Western and developing

countries has enabled emerging elites or ruling classes to afford enrolling their children
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in international schools. These parents hope their children will gain the qualifications and

networks necessary to access their social class or the global professional labour market.

MacDonald (2006: 198) estimated that these schools generate over 5.3 billion US dollars

annually in tuition revenue. He also found that the average annual fee for international

schools’ ranges from US$6,429 to US$10,451, with the highest recorded fee being

US$54,264, which surpasses the fees of the British public-school Eton (MacDonald, 2006:

198). These statistics indicate that international school programs, regardless of their

specific nature, are predominantly, though not entirely, attended by the wealthiest segments

of the global population.

In contradiction with this line of research, Young’s (2018) case study on a type C

international secondary school in Beijing discovered that most families under study held

precarious social positions in an accelerating divergent society: most were members of

‘new rich’ entrepreneurial class or internal migrants. While these groups have a certain

amount of economic capital, they lack other kinds of capital (for example social/cultural

capital) to enable their children to progress or gain an academic advantage in the standard/

local education system. For these families, the initial reason for enrolling their children in

international education is not to obtain an ‘elite’ education or global citizenship mindedness,

but to enable their children to pursue higher education. This type of international school

provides a remedial rather than international environment when it comes to its academic

program, which is a noticeable departure from the elite institutions depicted in the

academic literature and popular media. In this case, the ‘new rich’ class families use

their economic capital to help children accumulate cultural capital. This suggests that

international education may accomplish different goals for different social groups, but

financial resources are the condition for this education phenomenon.

Therefore, the socio-economic gap plays a significant role in shaping access to and

participation in international education. On one hand, elite international schools tend to

reinforce social class privileges by catering primarily to the wealthiest families, enabling

their children to build the networks and accumulate the capital necessary for maintaining

or improving their social status. These institutions serve as vehicles for the perpetuation

of elite class structures and global economic advantages. However, not all families in

international education fit this elite mould. As seen in Young’s (2018) study, some families,

particularly from emerging entrepreneurial classes or internal migrant backgrounds, enrol

their children in international schools as a way to overcome deficits in cultural or social

capital. For these families, international education is viewed more as a remedial strategy

to improve academic outcomes and secure future educational opportunities, rather than a

path toward elite status. The primary unifying factor, however, is that financial resources

remain the key determinant for accessing international education, although the motivations

and benefits of such education differ across socio-economic groups.

In contrast to Type A and Type C international schools, Type B schools are less

recognised as institutions that prepare students for advanced studies or an elite
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educational pathway. Instead, Type B schools primarily emphasise ideals of global

citizenship, cultural diversity, and promoting peace through collaborative learning rather

than exclusively prioritising academic advancement. This focus can create certain

challenges for families when choosing these schools, as not all parents are primarily

concerned with academic elitism or their child’s pursuit of advanced higher education.

Some families may even consider alternatives, like homeschooling, to align more closely

with their values and priorities.

Families choosing Type B schools often value a globally minded education and a

supportive, inclusive learning environment. These parents may seek a balanced approach to

education, one that combines personal growth with exposure to diverse perspectives, rather

than focusing solely on academic achievement. It is difficult to categorise Type B school

families within any particular socio-economic bracket. While not necessarily wealthy, these

families prioritise a meaningful, well-rounded education and are willing to invest in it, even if

it may require financial sacrifice. Ultimately, Type B international schools appeal to families

who believe that fostering their children’s global awareness and intercultural understanding

is as essential as traditional academic success.

There is yet to be a definitive solution to address the financial gaps faced by families

considering Type B international schools. While some schools may offer financial aid

or flexible payment plans to accommodate families from diverse socio-economic

backgrounds, others provide no such support, leaving families to bear the total cost.

Additionally, in certain countries, governments may offer financial assistance or tax

reductions for families pursuing alternative education options; however, this is not

universally available. Unfortunately, there is no consistent, globally applicable solution or

support system for families interested in these schools, as Type B international schools are

neither the dominant educational model nor widely recognised and supported by the public

or governments.

Integrating diversity, equitable practices and fostering inclusion

Striving for diversity, achieving equitable practices, and fostering inclusion are essential

components of a holistic educational framework that enhances learning and promotes

belonging for all students. Holistic education recognises each learner’s uniqueness and

diverse backgrounds, creating an environment where everyone feels seen, heard, and

empowered. By incorporating diversity into the curriculum and facilitating collaboration

among all participants, students are exposed to various viewpoints that foster empathy,

respect, and appreciation for differences.

The Peace School emphasises the importance of collaboration in decision-making and

planning, involving caregivers, students, and teachers and all staff. The school believes that

education can be compromised if decisions are made unilaterally by any single group and
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underscores that people possess more power and ideas when collaborating, brainstorming,

and sharing a common goal.

In traditional schooling, education and curriculum planning decisions in a behavioural

approach or behaviourist schools are made solely by specialists. Education-specialised

individuals decide what students should learn or study throughout their school years. The

plan and schedule are mainly predetermined, with limited flexibility based on what students

want to learn. In contrast, schools that follow a high-scope approach mostly rely on a

student-centred approach, where curriculum and lesson planning revolve entirely around the

students.

However, at The Peace School, we follow a humanist educational approach, where

educational planning happens through the collaboration of all entities involved, including

specialised people, teachers, parents, students, and even the community they live in. The

curriculum is continuously prepared and adapted through ongoing interaction and

collaboration among all entities, who constantly communicate to make the best decisions

for the benefit of students.

We have a framework we call the ‘Triangle’ (Figure 1). On the Triangle, the student is

placed at the top, with parents and teachers/staff at the base, and the community in

the centre. This triangle represents an ongoing, collaborative process among these three

corners of education, connecting learning to our community and daily life. Each corner

requires training, conversation, time, and a voice to express opinions without judgement.

Figure 1: ‘The Triangle’
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Our approach begins with the child’s starting point, catering to their specific needs, abilities,

and interests. We focus on sparking curiosity and creativity, emphasising project-based

learning rather than a linear, behavioural approach based on universal textbooks. Teachers

and staff provide valuable input on the educational process, as they spend several hours

with students, observing their interests in learning. Parents’ input is also crucial as they

can offer learning opportunities outside the school environment. Therefore, the essence

of connectedness among these three corners is critical. The Triangle approach ensures a

holistic, collaborative, and student-centred educational experience, fostering a strong sense

of community and shared responsibility for each child’s growth and development.
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Figure 2: ‘The Triangle’ – what each agent (student, parents, teachers/staff) bring to the

classroom

Enrolment

Enrolment differs in each school type and requires its own specified process. The Peace

School, a Type B international school aiming to foster collaboration and participation and

committed to a humanist educational approach that integrates the principles of a culture

of peace and living values, strongly encourages families to enrol their children early, ideally

starting in preschool or Grade 1. The school’s experience has shown that students who join

in the upper grades often face significant challenges in adapting to the unique educational

system, which differs markedly from mainstream approaches.

To ensure that prospective families are fully informed and aligned with the philosophy,

the school strongly emphasises caregiver involvement during the enrolment process. This
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begins with a general introduction session where they present the school’s values and

educational approach. Following this, they invite families to participate in a 20-session

camp held over 20 days, with each session lasting 2 hours specifically designed for new

families. Each session focuses on a key principle or aspect of our educational philosophy,

offering families a deep and comprehensive understanding of our school’s approach. This

camp also provides an opportunity for families to meet and interact with the entire school

community, including management, staff, and teachers.

The primary objective of these sessions is to equip families with the knowledge and

insight necessary to make an informed and deliberate decision about their child’s

education. Following the family sessions, the school conducts approximately ten

orientation sessions for new students over the summer, with each session lasting an entire

school day and held once a week, ensuring they are well-prepared and comfortable before

the school year begins.

These orientation sessions are crucial in helping families and children acclimate to the

school environment and culture. By making an informed decision after experiencing the

school firsthand, parents and children can determine whether the school’s educational

approach aligns with their expectations and aspirations.

Making an informed decision – after experiencing the school firsthand – caregivers and

their children can decide whether the humanist educational approach aligns with their

expectations and aspirations for their education.

Ultimately, this process fosters a strong partnership between the school and families,

ensuring a smoother transition and a shared commitment to the child’s learning journey.

Recruitment

Like many educational institutions, The Peace School has evolved and refined its

recruitment process over the past twenty years. While they have a preferred process in

place, it remains flexible and can be adapted based on the individuals and circumstances

involved. The school encourages all prospective teachers to immerse themselves in their

school community by participating in regular department meetings. Each department,

including science, mathematics, arts, literature, and more, holds weekly meetings where

staff discuss lesson plans, share ideas, and develop collaborative projects across various

grades.

In addition to these regular meetings, the school also holds inter-departmental sessions

where, for example, science teachers may attend art department meetings to brainstorm

and develop interdisciplinary projects for the students. It is essential for prospective

teachers to attend these meetings before formally joining our teaching staff. This allows

them to become familiar with the school’s methods and participate in several projects

before they begin teaching classes.

The school also strongly encourages new teachers to enrol in a bespoke teacher training
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course. The course consists of ten classes over ten days, totalling 60 hours, and covers a

wide range of topics, including educational approaches, the Convention on the Rights of the

Child, living values and the culture of peace, children’s literature, play and games, drama,

early childhood development, art, storytelling, project-based learning, and more.

This type of commitment to fostering collaboration and continuous professional

development not only enhances the quality of education but also creates a supportive

community where teachers can thrive and make a meaningful impact on their students’

lives.

Curriculum

As dictated by law, many international school teachers are working in schools and countries

in which there are limitations on the kind of content educators can share with students.

These limitations may range from content that accurately depicts shared racialised and

ethnic history, to content that affirms LGBTQ+ identities. This is an acknowledged reality.

Engaging in any approach to teaching and learning that centres diversity, equity and

inclusion is going to be in direct opposition to the system that employs educators (Reid,

2024). Educators must continue to engage anyway, especially in international school

contexts where the student body has a diversity of social identities in a myriad of ways.

For example, recent discussions of global citizenship education as a way to counter the

“single narrative story” have noted the lack of critical analyses of global power relations

and colonial histories that has left educators without frameworks to address the structures

of inequality that shape students’ experiences of difference (Dyrness 2023). Taking a case

study of an international school in Costa Rica, a typical Type A international school, many

students perceived the IB’s formal curriculum as Eurocentric, finding it conflicted with the

school’s goals for embracing diverse perspectives. An Eastern European student expressed

disappointment that the curriculum sidelined cultural learning in favour of content

dominated by Western perspectives. Another student from Asia, highlighted the prevalence

of Western case studies in her Global Politics course, reinforcing the idea that the “global”

is often framed through the lens of the Global North. Such critiques indicate a disconnect

between students’ diverse lived experiences and the knowledge deemed valuable or

relevant within the IB structure (Bourdieu, 1984). Students also noted how these limitations

in the curriculum diminished opportunities to discuss pressing issues within their own

communities, reflecting an implicit prioritisation of so-called Western knowledge systems.

In contrast, students found that co-curricular activities, such as Regional or Culture

Weeks, allowed more space for sharing diverse perspectives, though they critiqued these

events for their focus on celebratory and performative aspects of culture. A student from an

Afro-Caribbean background, explained that these events often reduced cultural appreciation

to superficial encounters with food, dance, and costumes, neglecting deeper issues like

colonial histories or ongoing socio-political struggles. Similarly, a student from North Africa
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noted that while the school provided a platform to showcase culture, it rarely supported

discussions of the challenges faced by their communities. Such events, as students

observed, align with Melamed’s (2006) critique of “neoliberal multiculturalism,” where

cultural diversity is idealised but stripped of discussions on race, class, and power. This

sanitised approach to diversity promotes a form of “domesticated” tolerance (Andreotti,

2011) that leaves structural inequities unchallenged.

Students are crying out for a more affirming curriculum that really represents the diversity

within the world, rather than an Anglo European or so-called Western perspective that is

rampant in international schools across the globe, whether they teach the IB curriculum or

any other internationally recognised state systems.

Assessment

In Type-A and Type-C international schools, one of the pervasive issues with assessment

practices is their overwhelming focus on university admission requirements, which often

distorts the broader educational experience. These schools tend to align their curricula

and assessments with the standards set by higher education institutions, particularly

international universities, rather than focusing on holistic learning or fostering critical

thinking (Brummitt & Keeling, 2013). This phenomenon is especially pronounced in East

Asia, where Type-C international schools cater to families seeking an alternative to the

highly competitive local education systems. In these schools, teaching is often oriented

toward preparing students for standardised tests, such as the SAT, A-levels, or IB exams,

and meeting the specific criteria for applications to prestigious universities in the West

(Bunnell, 2016). This narrow focus on assessment not only restricts the curriculum but

also places students under immense pressure to perform academically, sidelining other

important aspects of education such as creativity, emotional development, and

extracurricular engagement (Doherty, 2009). Consequently, while these schools may

provide a pathway to higher education, they contribute to an educational environment driven

by instrumental goals rather than comprehensive learning.

At The Peace School (Type-B example of international schools) believes that the

traditional model of individualised evaluation through exams and grades is inherently

inhumane. The schools reject the behaviourist approach to education, which emphasises

exams and grades as the primary tools for assessment. Instead, they advocate for

evaluation methods that genuinely support students in deepening their understanding of

subjects. In their view, evaluation should involve a collective effort that includes students,

parents, teachers, staff, and the broader community.

Their assessment process is designed to focus on students’ holistic development, taking

into account their emotional, social, ethical, and academic needs. They believe assessing

aspects of a student’s growth that are often overlooked, such as their character, needs,

interactions, and other values, is crucial.
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However, they also recognise the importance of being mindful of our evaluation. What

aspects of a child’s development should be the focus? Should we assess only their

academic achievements or also their personal growth and memory? In humanistic schools

like The Peace School, evaluation criteria are detailed, extensive, and adaptable. These

criteria evolve over time and involve input from teachers, students, and families. For

example, one student might be evaluated on their courage and encouraged to exhibit

more courageous behaviours, while another might be guided toward greater patience and

carefulness. In other words, the evaluation process is personalised to suit each student’s

unique needs.

The schools employ various methods of assessment, including:

1. Observation: A diverse group of observers, including teachers, administrative staff,

counsellors, and families, continually assess students throughout different periods.

This evaluation extends beyond the classroom to include observations during breaks,

lunchtime, field trips, and other activities. Observing students in various contexts gives

us a more comprehensive understanding of their development. All staff members are

encouraged to share their insights and observations about students.

2. Student Engagement: One of the most effective assessment methods is to involve

students directly. This does not mean traditional verbal exams but rather engaging

them in meaningful conversations. We ask questions that help identify their needs: Are

there areas where you require additional support? Do you need to learn new skills? Are

you struggling with certain subjects? This approach helps students become aware that

their challenges have been noticed, and we are here to support them.

3. Group Dialogue: Frequent group discussions where students can share their opinions

and engage in discussions on various topics. This method allows the school to

collaboratively assess their knowledge, awareness, and viewpoints.

4. Collaborative Review: Teachers, staff, and caregivers – parents and on some

occasions other family members, including the grandparents – meet regularly to

discuss students individually and in groups. By gathering diverse perspectives, the

team gain a holistic view of each student’s development and can tailor our approach to

meet their specific needs.

These are just a few examples of how The Peace School integrates evaluation into our

educational model, moving beyond quantitative assessment to create a more humane and

comprehensive approach to student development.

How can international school teachers empower students?

In an increasingly interconnected world, international schools have a unique opportunity

and responsibility to nurture global citizenship beyond traditional academic metrics. By
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embedding values such as diversity, equity, and inclusion into their curricula, international

schools can empower students to become agents of positive social change. Programs like

the International Baccalaureate (IB) facilitate this mission through courses and experiential

learning opportunities that engage students in real-world challenges, such as the Theory

of Knowledge (TOK) and Creativity, Activity, Service (CAS). Through these frameworks,

students explore pressing global issues and cultural diversity while developing empathy,

critical thinking, and a commitment to social responsibility. Partnerships with local

organisations, initiatives on intercultural understanding, and active home-school

collaboration further reinforce these values, allowing students to apply their learning toward

creating inclusive communities. By integrating global citizenship into both academic and

co-curricular activities, international schools prepare students to address systemic

inequalities and advocate for a more equitable world.

Integrating Global Citizenship Beyond Academic Metrics in International Schools

International schools could play a vital role in nurturing global citizenship as a means

of empowering students to become agents of change, particularly in promoting diversity,

equity, and inclusion. Global citizenship education focuses on fostering a deep

understanding of cultural diversity, social responsibility, and global interconnectedness.

Implementation of the International Baccalaureate (IB) curriculum could embed these

principles through both academic and extracurricular activities. In the Theory of Knowledge

(TOK) course, there are opportunities for students to critically examine global challenges,

such as climate change, migration, and inequality, from multiple perspectives. Additionally,

the Creativity, Activity, Service (CAS) program requires students to engage with real-world

issues by participating in service projects that promote social justice and environmental

sustainability. Teachers in their daily teaching practice need to be aware of the importance

of implementing these values, rather than solely focusing on the quantitative results related

to university admissions. For example, students at the International School of Geneva

have engaged in projects to support Syrian refugee families through educational initiatives,

helping to bridge language and cultural gaps while addressing immediate social needs.

These experiences enable students to translate abstract concepts of global citizenship into

concrete actions that promote equity and inclusion (Savva & Stanfield, 2018).

Intercultural understanding is another key component of how international schools

promote global citizenship. By bringing together students from diverse cultural, ethnic,

and linguistic backgrounds, these schools offer daily opportunities for cross-cultural

interactions. Schools often encourage these exchanges through structured programs like

cultural festivals, language immersion days, and collaborative global projects. For instance,

at the United World Colleges (UWC), students are deliberately recruited from different parts

of the world to live and learn together, fostering an environment where intercultural dialogue

is not just encouraged but is integral to the learning experience. UWC students are tasked
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with solving real-world problems collaboratively, often addressing issues such as global

poverty, human rights abuses, or climate justice. One specific example is the UWC in Costa

Rica, where students designed a sustainable community garden that integrates agricultural

techniques from different cultures while addressing food security for marginalised local

communities. Through this hands-on approach, students learn to see diversity not as a

challenge but as a strength in solving global problems (Hill, 2012).

Furthermore, international schools can empower students to address systemic

inequalities by integrating discussions of race, gender, and class into their academic

programs. This helps students develop a critical understanding of how these issues

manifest both globally and locally. For example, the British International School in Cairo

offers a program called “Global Issues Network,” where students engage in debates and

workshops on topics such as gender equality, racial justice, and economic disparity. These

forums not only raise awareness but also require students to design and implement

projects aimed at tackling inequities within their own communities. One notable project

involved students working with local NGOs to develop an educational campaign addressing

gender-based violence in rural Egypt, combining their academic knowledge with practical

action. Through these initiatives, students are equipped with the skills and confidence to

challenge discriminatory practices and advocate for more inclusive environments (Yosso,

2005).

Additionally, international schools can also support global citizenship through

partnerships with local organisations that focus on social equity. The International School

of Manila, for example, has partnered with Gawad Kalinga, a local nonprofit dedicated to

eradicating poverty, to engage students in service-learning activities. Students not only

participate in the construction of homes for underprivileged families but also work directly

with community leaders to understand the social and economic barriers these families

face. This kind of collaboration teaches students about systemic inequities and empowers

them to take meaningful actions to address them. Such experiences help students see the

interconnectedness of global and local issues, encouraging them to become advocates for

change in diverse contexts (Gaudelli, 2016).

Empowering: A New Framework on Empathy, Compassion, and Responsibility

Every individual possesses a full range of human qualities, such as empathy, compassion,

responsibility, freedom, etc. What matters is which of these qualities we nurture and provide

opportunities for growth and expression. Many human values should be practised with

children, allowing them to experience them. If we do not offer students these opportunities,

we hinder their chance to develop and allow positive traits to emerge. As Gramsci (1971)

states, “Men are not born free; they become free.” This illustrates that no values are

inherently present in humans; rather, they require active engagement and practice to be

acquired.
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To provide opportunities to learn and practice values such as empathy, compassion, and

responsibility, The Peace School dedicates classes titled “Understanding Living Values,”

following the curriculum recommended by the Foundation for Living Values. However,

they recognised that these important topics should be open to more than just one class.

Subjects like empathy, love, respect, co-operation, and kindness are universal themes that

should be woven into the fabric of every lesson across all subjects. This realisation led

them to explore how to integrate discussions, or dialogues, on empathy, compassion,

and responsibility into subjects like science, history, literature, mathematics, and beyond.

While classes like art, literature, and history naturally aligned with this initiative, maths and

science teachers were initially uncertain about how to incorporate these themes into their

lessons.

In the science department, one class began by reading Frans de Waal’s insightful book

on empathy and designed lessons, activities, and discussions around the concepts it

introduced. However, many maths teachers initially wondered whether topics like empathy

and compassion were relevant in a maths class. Despite these reservations, the school’s

team discovered a unique way to experience and teach empathy through mathematics.

While preparing a lesson on percentages, one teacher posed practical questions to the

students: What percentage of the school’s students are girls? What percentage are between

the ages of 9 and 10? What percentage of parents are doctors? The students analysed

various data points and calculated the percentages accordingly. One set of data focused on

the mortality rate in traffic accidents, specifically the statistic that one out of every hundred

people worldwide die due to a car crash. For some students, this 1% statistic didn’t seem

particularly alarming; many believed that the death of one person out of a hundred was not

cause for concern. Sensing the need for deeper reflection, the maths teacher encouraged

the students to consider the human story behind this statistic.

Together, they began to ask: Who is this one person? They reflected that this individual,

reduced to a mere number in the statistic, could be someone’s mother, father, sister, brother,

or child. Is this “one” just a number for that person’s family? What if this one person out of a

hundred was someone close to us? Would it still be just a number? What if this one person

was you or me? Can we say that one person out of a hundred isn’t significant and doesn’t

warrant concern?

This line of questioning sparked a transformative project. The students, guided by their

teacher, reached out to families who had lost loved ones in traffic accidents. They listened

to these families recount the emotional impact of their loss and how they coped in the

aftermath. For a parent who has lost a child, is the number “one” in maths merely a number?

This project expanded into a broader initiative focused on preventing traffic-related

deaths. Following this experience, the students’ empathy for the news and statistics they

encountered grew significantly. They began to connect more deeply with the data on

children suffering from malnutrition, those caught in war zones, displaced by conflict or

facing other life challenges.
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In the maths class, numbers took on a new, profound meaning. No longer could anyone

dismiss a percentage as too small to matter. Even if just one person is harmed to these

students, it is one too many.

In conclusion, by embedding values such as empathy, compassion, and responsibility

into the curriculum, schools like The Peace School not only enhance students’ academic

learning but also prepare them to become compassionate, engaged citizens. This holistic

approach fosters a deeper understanding of the world and promotes the development of

a caring and responsible community. Ultimately, cultivating these values from an early age

empowers students to make meaningful contributions to society.

The Role of Home-School Collaboration

In international schools, the relationship between families and schools serves as a

foundational pillar for empowering students to become agents of change, particularly

in the realm of fostering diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). This collaborative effort

between educators and parents creates a dynamic environment where inclusive values

are consistently modelled and reinforced, both at school and at home. Research has

demonstrated that active parent engagement enhances student outcomes by promoting a

shared understanding of the educational and social goals, including the importance of DEI

in students’ daily experiences (Hill & Tyson, 2009). In the context of international schools,

which often cater to diverse student populations from various cultural, ethnic, and socio-

economic backgrounds, the family-school relationship is even more critical. By aligning

the home environment with the school’s DEI mission, students are better equipped to

internalise these values and apply them in their communities.

A key element of this partnership is clear and sustained communication between the

school and parents. International schools can facilitate this through regular workshops,

informational sessions, and open forums where issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion

are discussed openly. For example, the International School of Kuala Lumpur (ISKL) has

established a “Parent Engagement Program” where parents are invited to participate in

DEI workshops alongside educators. These sessions provide a platform for both parties

to discuss strategies on how to address and support diverse identities within the school

community. The outcome of such communication fosters a collective responsibility for

nurturing an inclusive school culture. Students, observing the collaboration between school

and home on issues of DEI, are more likely to see these values as integral to their own

actions, thus enhancing their capacity to be agents for social change. Indeed, while

fostering a shared commitment to inclusive values is beneficial, it’s also essential to

recognise and respect the diversity of perspectives that families may bring to the table.

Acknowledging and navigating these differences can, in fact, enrich the learning

environment, as it helps students understand and engage with the complexities of diverse

worldviews and value systems. This approach not only prepares students to handle real-
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world contradictions but also underscores for teacher candidates the importance of

flexibility and cultural humility in promoting DEI.

Moreover, international schools often encourage parents to participate in co-curricular

activities that celebrate and promote cultural diversity. For instance, some schools, like

the United Nations International School (UNIS) in New York, organise annual “International

Fairs” where families can represent their respective cultures through food, performances,

and art. These events highlight cultural diversity in a positive, celebratory manner and

actively involve the school community in appreciating and respecting different cultural

backgrounds. Through such involvement, parents help create a school culture that

celebrates diversity, thus showing students the value of inclusion through action. The

presence of parents at these events as active participants reinforces the idea that diversity

is not simply an abstract concept discussed in classrooms but a lived experience that

needs to be nurtured within the community. This can though, as discussed earlier in the

curriculum section, be seen as performative, and should therefore be done in conjunction

with a robust and diverse curriculum that sits alongside the co-curricular program.

In addition, governance structures such as parent diversity committees or advisory

boards provide another avenue for parental involvement in DEI efforts. Schools that

establish diversity committees with parent participation, such as the American School in

London (ASL), empower both parents and students to take leadership roles in creating more

equitable school environments. These committees often work on policy recommendations,

develop anti-bias training, or spearhead initiatives like inclusive curriculum development.

When students witness their parents contributing to such initiatives, they are more likely

to view themselves as stakeholders in efforts to promote equity and inclusion. This active

parental involvement not only enhances the school’s DEI initiatives but also serves as

a practical demonstration for students on how they can take leadership roles in their

communities and beyond.

Finally, home-school collaboration enhances students’ leadership and advocacy skills

by fostering an environment where critical thinking about global inequities is encouraged.

For example, at the International School of Brussels (ISB), the school’s collaboration with

parents on sustainability and social justice projects empowers students to address global

challenges in meaningful ways. Parents are invited to participate in and mentor student-led

initiatives such as the “Green Schools” project, where students take the lead in reducing the

school’s carbon footprint. By working alongside their parents and teachers, students gain

the confidence and skills to advocate for global change on issues related to environmental

sustainability, which directly aligns with broader DEI goals, as climate justice is deeply

intertwined with social equity.

In conclusion, the collaboration between international schools and parents is essential

for cultivating students who can act as agents of change in promoting diversity, equity,

and inclusion. Whether through enhanced communication, participation in cultural events,

involvement in governance structures, or collaboration on global initiatives, parents play a
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crucial role in reinforcing the DEI values that schools seek to instil. By involving parents

in meaningful ways, international schools not only create a supportive environment for

students but also empower them to take these lessons into the world, advocating for

inclusivity and equity in their future endeavours.

Reflection on the Concept of “International Schools”

The notion of “international schools” often conjures images of a globalised educational

environment, designed to cater specifically to expatriate communities and students from

diverse backgrounds. However, it is imperative to critically examine the implications of

emphasising this concept. Why should the label of “international schools” be confined to

certain institutions, and what does this mean for inclusivity within education?

Emphasising the international nature of these schools can inadvertently create a form

of exclusion. By designating certain institutions as “international,” there is a risk of

marginalising local educational systems and the students who belong to them. This

distinction can foster a perception that international students are inherently different or

superior to local students, leading to a bifurcated educational landscape (Perkins &

Neumayer, 2014). The reality is that educational inclusivity should transcend these labels,

as effective education is fundamentally about embracing diversity in all its forms.

The differences between international and local students often revolve around cultural,

linguistic, and experiential factors. International students may come from various cultural

backgrounds and possess different educational expectations and experiences compared

to their local counterparts. Nevertheless, the distinction is not as clear-cut as it may seem.

Local students may also embody significant cultural diversity and linguistic variations that

deserve recognition and accommodation within the educational framework (De Jong &

Harper, 2021). Therefore, the dichotomy between international and local students often

oversimplifies the complex tapestry of student identities and experiences.

As educators committed to advancing inclusive education, it is crucial to recognise that

the strengths of international schools lie not only in their global focus but also in their ability

to embrace the rich diversity of students’ backgrounds. Respecting and valuing the different

cultural, linguistic, religious, gender, sexuality, class and ideological perspectives of all

students is essential for fostering an inclusive educational environment. This approach not

only enriches the learning experience but also prepares students to navigate an increasingly

interconnected world (Banks, 2019).

In conclusion, while the concept of “international schools” holds significance in

promoting a globalised education, it is vital to approach this label with caution. Educators

must strive to dismantle the barriers that these distinctions can create and work towards

fostering an environment where all students, regardless of their backgrounds, feel valued

and included.
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Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=655#h5p-55

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

As authors of this chapter, we have only scratched the surface of international schools and

their ability to foster or hinder diversity, equity and inclusion. Further questions that could be

explored include:

1. What are the specific impacts of the three types of international schools on inclusion?

Do they offer different perspectives for the future or are they in “different stages of

development?”

2. How do educators deal with diversity, equity and inclusion in international schools

within the neoliberal field of the education industry on a global scale?

3. How can international schools grapple with the impact and influence of whiteness on

power structures, hiring, curriculum and co-curriculum?

4. What hidden curriculum is being perpetuated across international schools?

5. How will international schools impact the future of so called developed and developing

countries? What are the challenges, and do they pose issues of white saviourism?

6. How can democratic education impact international schools?
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UTOPIAS - WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?
INSPIRING IDEAS FOR SCHOOLS OF
TOMORROW

Aga M. Buckley; Georga Dowling; Kerstin Merz-Atalik; and Maryam
Mohammadi

One or more interactive elements has been excluded from this version of the text. You can

view them online here: https://book.all-means-all.education/

ama-2025-en/?p=643#oembed-1

Example Case

“Utopia as an ongoing process that embodies values and visions, rather than merely a final

destination” (Maryam Mohammadi, Tehran, Iran)

The example below is a true story of how one family’s vision, with the support and help of

their community, created a Participatory School in Tehran, Iran. A concern with Iran’s traditional

system is its focus on a singular approach, leaving no room for diverse educational methods.

The formation of the Participatory School was an effort to diversify approaches within Iran’s

educational system and to make educators and teachers realise that not all students are meant

to follow a single method, model, or approach to teaching and learning. Their Participatory

school is their inspiring vision toward the creation of a Utopia. The content of the case example
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is inspired by Dr Nasser Yousefi’s 1‘Humanistic Education’ book2, coupled with an educational

journey of co-creation of the Participatory School in Teheran. Maryam, an Art Teacher, Executive

Director and Advocate for Children, shares her story to inspire thinking of Utopia:

I am proud to discuss our work on Utopia as a representative of the Participatory School

founded by Dr. Nasser Yousefi approximately 18 years ago and rooted in a Humanistic

Philosophy. A crucial question we must ask ourselves is: where does true education take

place, and what constitutes the best educational environment? Most discussions focus on

traditional educational centres—schools with specific buildings that adhere to certain

standards, adequate lighting, classrooms with tables and chairs, or libraries. These discussions

put emphasis on the physical structure of the classroom and the idea that all educational

activities occur within the school, minimising the need for external engagement (Yousefi,

2022). In our school, however, we redefine what the school can be. We do not view it as

a confined space with walls dominated by systems of control. Instead, we believe that the

entire community serves as the school. Every aspect of our community, including museums,

parks, sports clubs, shops, and even parents’ workplaces, is considered part of the educational

environment. In our philosophy, a school is any place where a child can engage in diverse

experiences. The entire local community becomes part of the learning journey, allowing children

to learn from real-life contexts. We do not insist on concentrating all urban facilities within the

confines of the school; instead, we believe it is essential to cultivate a sense of freedom in

students. The resources and spaces within our community are integrated into the educational

experience. In a diverse learning environment, children come to understand that not everyone

thinks or lives in the same way. This awareness supports the freedom to express individuality

while respecting others’ differences. At our school, listening to the voices of others and

fostering an environment conducive to dialogue is of utmost importance. We recognise that

each child is unique, and education must start from where they are. Considering children’s

differences, one of the most rewarding aspects is the intrinsic connection between education

and real life. When individuals are provided with opportunities to explore their interests, talents,

abilities, self-esteem, empathy, and inner peace, these qualities naturally manifest in their

personal and professional lives. Key concepts such as participation, commitment, choice,

togetherness, and problem-solving within the life context are fundamental to our educational

approach. These principles form the core of our identity, and we consistently integrate them

into our curriculum and teaching methods.

1. Dr. Nasser Yousefi was the Principal of the Peace School in Toronto, Canada (2023) and Participatory School in Tehran,

Iran(2005-2024)

2. Yousefi, Nasser. (2022). Humanistic Education. Kargah koodak.
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Our school represents Utopia, not only for its founder and his family but also for many others.

Dr. Yousefi’s personality, vision, and belief in human agency, with unwavering commitment and

responsibility for education,have motivated me to continue working within this inspirational

educational ethos.

The example from the Participatory School in Tehran (Iran) shows that a school community

can follow its dreams and visions, even in the face of contexts not conducive to supporting

their enduring educational values. At the selected school, it was initially the fundamental

values and expectations of one family who had set themselves the goal of playing a

decisive role in shaping the educational biography of their own daughter. This shows the

power of individual key figures who, as pioneers, have influenced policy and practice of

(inclusive) education worldwide (Boban & Hinz, 2008; Merz-Atalik, 2022). However, the

fact that the ‘Participatory School’ exists today and represents these values within its’

educational ethos was only possible because the founder sought allies and fellow

campaigners who shared his vision to develop their inclusive approach to education

together.

Initial questions

The following questions have guided the chapter.

• What is a utopia?

• What significance do utopias have or could have concerning the transformation and

development of educational institutions?

• How can visions (based on utopian designs of a ‘better school and education for

tomorrow’) inspire educational transformation?

• What options and methods exist for using Utopias to develop transformative

professionalism in teacher and educator training?

• What can we learn from individual schools and peoples’ Utopias to influence change

that will have a lasting effect on a school or the education system?

Introduction to Topic

There are many definitions of Utopia. This chapter aims to aid reflection on Utopias and
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the ‘Schools of Tomorrow.’ It does not intend to give any final definitions nor commit to one

theoretical framework. Instead, it invites the reader to embark on a journey of theorising

and co-creating Utopia in educational spaces, within learning and teaching, reflecting on

past, future and existing educational practice, philosophy and theory. Considering individual

values, unique human perspectives and contexts, the chapter starts an exploration of the

authors’ belief in inclusive education and, presents the authors’ idea that

There are as many Utopias as there are people in the World.

The word utopia is derived from the Greek où (not) ‘τόπος’ (tópos), translating to non-

place. If the word ending is switched to eύ from oύ, the positive, optimistic side becomes

visible in a ‘good’ eutopia, making its exceptional power better understood (Hennerfeind et

al., 2020). Sir Thomas More first proposed the ideal, imaginary nature of utopia in his 1516

novel written in Latin and titled “De Optimo Republicae Statu deque Nova Insula Utopia”. Sir

More’s search for justice led to a Utopian World where everyone’s needs are always met,

with little to no hierarchy. His proposed ideal society does not experience a power struggle

or greed, keeping morality, fairness and equality at its core. Hennerfeind et al. (2020) reflect

on the difference between Thomas More’s historical, already-existing yet distant, perhaps

difficult-to-reach Utopian entity (in a satirical sense) versus more current understandings of

Utopia. These are explored in this chapter, tentatively suggesting “the positive development

of something that does not yet exist (…)”; more so, seeing Utopia as a dynamic “vision of

the future” (Hennerfeind et al., 2020: 92).

Utopianism brings mixed emotive responses in people, and there is controversy around

its meaning and intention. Considering largely Western societies, Manuel and Manuel

(1979) take utopia with Thomas More from the fifteen and sixteen century Renaissance

through Rousseau and Kant in the Enlightenment Era. Nineteenth-century utopian socialism

leads to Karl Marx and his counter-opposition via Engels or Comte, ending in the not-

so-modern (anymore) times of Darwin and, later even Freud. Admired and criticised for

not considering distinct disciplines, such as psychology, sociology, economy, or politics,

in human societies, Manuel and Manuel’s ‘major utopian constellations’ (1979:13) explore

meanings of utopia over time, albeit failing to explain why they existed (Kilminster, 2014).

While education undeniably features as a distinct discipline, its evolution cannot be

separated from the evolution of human societies and interdisciplinary influence. Hence,

considering a wide variety of educational contexts worldwide, against (more current and

specific to education) global neoliberal rhetoric that impacts most active attempts of

change, utopia as a wordmay feel uncomfortable, archaic or purely naive (Busby, 2015).

Paradoxically, the thought of one person’s Utopia, understood as ideal, becoming another

person’s Dystopia seems ever so possible in the reality of 21st-century society. Following

the dystopian theme, Bauman (1976), as the ‘sociologist of misery’ (Dawson, 2012: 556),

warns about the ‘corrosive nature’ of tomorrow. Still, in his notion of ‘active utopia’ Bauman’s

sociology draws a line between the pessimistic and optimistic views of future morality.

Focused largely on choice and fate in society least concerned with the morality of human
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action, Bauman makes historical links to the moral decisions of 20th-century humans,

with numerous examples of turmoil, war and unrest, some of which resemble inconsolable

differences and continuous conflicts so apparent in the reality of current times worldwide.

The chapter’s opening example features a similar schism. Although it introduces what

is understood by authors as a ‘realised utopia’ in the form of the existing Participatory

School, its social and political context is characterised by a strong divide of opinions and

controversy. Despite the powerful impact of religious beliefs impressing political autonomy

with directives limiting educational freedom, utopian dreams become a reality and

continuously inspire hope and possibility. Jacobsen and Poder (2008: 208) provide a helpful

take on the nature of utopian thought:

“Utopianism has remained a continuous and conspicuous yet always ambivalent presence

in social and political thought. It has been “praised and castigated, valourised and

condemned, worshipped and ridiculed, and yet it has, in some form or other, survived and

continued to inspire thinking, dreaming and action throughout most parts of human history.”

Busby (2015) explores tenets for the ‘pedagogy of utopia’ in her work, drawing on Paul

Ricoeur’s thinking that proposes a critical recognition of the current reality, with an immense

desire and a possibility to change it, where ‘the utopia is not only a dream, it is a dream

that wants to be realised’ (Ricoeur, 1986: 289). There is a strong indication of change

transformation in Busby’s account of Ricoeur’s original thought. She further parallels the

philosophical tenets of bell hooks’s (2003) Pedagogy of Hope, supported by Henri Giroux

(2004), highlighting their dynamic nature and anticipation, a promise of different

possibilities (Busby, 2015: 414). Ricoeur (1986) attributes the same possibility to ‘social

imagination’, arguing it is responsible for human critical exploration of the status quo

(present) to develop an image of an alternative (future). He insists that utopia intends to

change or disrupt, proposing three levels, illustrated in Figure 1, below.

Figure 1: Three Levels of Utopia by Paul Ricoeur (1986)

UTOPIAS - WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? INSPIRING IDEAS FOR SCHOOLS OF TOMORROW | 1609



Based on Busby (2015);

Ricoeur’s notion of Utopia may be formulating an ultimate goal or blueprint, but there is

an argument that it can be conceptualised as a method (Levitas, 2013). Instead of an

ideal destination, Utopia as a method provides a way to reconceptualise the present for

an alternative future (Levitas, 2013; Van Dermijnsbrugge & Chatelier, 2022). Since utopia

explores the contexts of human flourishing, the rationale for understanding it as a method

provides an opportunity for dedicated, active work through the reconstruction of ‘doing’

and ‘being’ education, critically reflecting and questioning the dominant current status of

education and the educational system (Van Dermijnsbrugge & Chatelier, 2022). Moreover,

the notion of Utopia as a method can be seen as a crucial element in teacher education,

as the concept reflects future teachers’ values and ideas about their ideal school and

professionality. Considering how frequently inclusive education is left behind, students in

teacher education today may translate it as a Utopian idea, challenging to anchor within

the complex reality of everyday school education experiences (based on the contextual

environment). It is expected to see inclusive education perspectives conceptualised as

illusive, as a never-to-be-reached goal failing against the rigid complexity of educational
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systems that leave little to no room for inclusion. Störmer (2021:19) discusses this area

of tension in his “Inclusion between Utopia and Reality,” suspecting that the concept of

inclusion is frequently accompanied by an empty promise or, as some authors prefer to

describe an “inclusion lie” or “false magic” moving towards a more dystopian picture. Part 3

of this chapter further explores ‘Utopia as a method’ while considering inclusive education

and inclusion as an overarching aim.

Piezunka et al. (2017: 208) described the postulation of four understandings of inclusive

education in schools in German-speaking countries, further illustrated in Figure 2., below.

Firstly, the reference to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with

Disabilities (2006) places inclusion near the legal footing, showing many countries’

commitment to confront discrimination, with still variable implementation into individual

countries’ domestic laws, policies and educational practice. A pragmatic understanding

of individual performance development, with a frequent focus on children with Special

Educational Needs and Disability (SEND), provides a second prism to grasp. Piezunka et

al. (2017) further add that each child’s participation, recognition, and well-being are central

to performance development and go beyond the performance principle, as inclusion is

an ongoing process. The fourth understanding defines inclusion as a Utopia, an ideal of

complete inclusion (Piezunka et al., 2017: 213, 216-217).

Figure 2: Four understandings of inclusive education, adapted from Piezunka’s (2017)

Source: Created by Merz-Atalik (2024)

Barriers to a Utopian Educational Journey

Many barriers and different beliefs exist within the multiple layers of global educational
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systems. This causes tensions between different stakeholders and their perspectives, legal

and political aspects frequently associated with resources and funding, and the mismatch

in the value placed on inclusion, its meaning, and its place in education. While authors

acknowledge a vast disparity among approaches to inclusive education worldwide,

selected pressures are briefly explored here to encourage reflection on where these overlap

with the same relevance globally and consider alternative pathways.

Key aspects

Hidden Politics and Neoliberal Rhetoric

The overwhelming weight of the current neoliberal ideology in education is frequently

‘tangled’ with the politics of funding and resources that fuel its performative culture. Such

reality created by the dominant discourse in education makes Ricoeur’s (1986) ‘social

imagination’ a vital starting point, inviting the possibility of utopia into the dominant

ideology. Reflecting on what it is to be human, recognising one’s values and core beliefs that

make us who we are when faced with the reality of now, provides the opportunity to imagine

an alternative. Yet, back in the ‘real world,’ neoliberalism is undeniably an embedded feature

of modern education. Many argue that its aspects are necessitated by progress, modernity,

and growth and that profit-oriented focus is simply a pragmatic approach essential to

organisational survival. In the meantime, the social and economic barriers become more

visible, with education systems and their educators continuously seeking, integrating and

fighting value approaches and principles that directly oppose each other (Ball, 2016).

The idea of the ‘Politics of Education’ is far from new, and any further considerations of

methods, models or frameworks proposed in this chapter are likely to be at least inspired,

if not well rooted, in Freire’s pedagogical thinking. Well theorised in his ‘Pedagogy of the

Oppressed’ (1968), critical pedagogy is undoubtedly a cornerstone of modern educational

thought, continuously revisited, critiqued and reinvented throughout the second half of

the twentieth century and prevails with much relevance in today’s reality. Freire (1968)

understood education as largely political in its shape and form, seeing the banking model of

education as a politically necessary way to retain societal power imbalance and oppression.

The banking model of education remains visible across higher education institutions,

certainly within Western-centric societies. Existing neoliberal ethos sees students as

consumers purchasing specific services, where knowledge is expected to be ‘deposited,’

at the price of students’ own independence, skill development and critical thinking ability.

Associated with Marxist thinking yet aligned more with radical liberal thought, Freire’s

pedagogy seemingly has a less direct focus on inclusive education as it is understood

today. Yet, his insistence on the role of education as “the practice of freedom” (Freire,

1968:62) and a vehicle to raise the critical consciousness of all learners through problem-

posing education feeds directly into the modern vision of inclusive teaching and learning.
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Freire’s belief in the creative power of dialogue, underpinned by a profound love for the world

and the people in it, remains a recurrent theme in negotiations of inclusion.

Despite all the reforms, interventions and proclamations for inclusive education, most

school systems internationally do not change (significantly) (Kruschel & Merz-Atalik, 2022:

2). There are manifold reasons attributed to this, and three aspects are selected to explore

their systemic nature. They can be seen as barriers to utopian thinking as well as barriers

to the implementation of utopian visions. 1) the loose coupling of the systems; 2) the

recontextualisation by the actors; and 3) the path dependency of developments (ibid.).

The education system comprises many loosely coupled systems, institutions and

organisations. Changes and reforms need to be considered in terms of their concrete

effects on all the different levels and parts of the system. Therefore, it seems crucial that

all actors actively participate in constructing the vision behind the process and the process

itself. Path dependencies exist; all actors have contributed and invested in the system. The

causes of these phenomena are to be found in historical developments and settings with

which paths have been taken in the education system in terms of norms, structures, or

cultures. These paths have led to firmly anchored rituals of action and arrangements at all

levels of the system, which can now only be abandoned with great effort and solid impulses

for change (Kruschel & Merz-Atalik, 2022). Institutional arrangements and institutionalised

activities are complicated to change (Blanck et al., 2013: 270) in the long run. Government

policies define education and offer guidance and support, but they can also constrain

it. Some government policies are used to ‘measure’ the benefits of education (Goodson,

2003). Walsh (2006) claims that this measurement of performance has led to critical voices

not being heard at policy level. Tensions further arise when the school’s ethos does not

marry with the political agenda of government policies (Hayes, 2013).

Culture, Ethos and Professional Identity

Further pressures arise when teachers realise that the school’s ethos is not aligned with

their individual, professional ethos (Hayes, 2024). Creating spaces where the teachers can

grow, feel valued, connected, and empowered is imperative (Hagenah et al., 2022). The

development of professional learning communities allows like-minded educators to follow

their Utopian thinking by sharing experiences, collaborating, and offering solutions that

further benefit the students in the classrooms. There is an acknowledged tension between

the initial idealism or Utopias of new teachers embarking on their careers, and the realities

experienced teachers face (Buxarrais, 2021). The development of teachers’ professional

identities can get lost in the current testing and results-driven climate that has engulfed

education (Furnera and McCulla, 2019). The bureaucratic nature of box-ticking and exam

readiness has led to a focus on outcomes instead of learning, somewhat reminiscent

of Freire’s (1968) concern with the nature of the banking model of education and, more
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importantly, its purpose. As ethos within schools succumbs to this global neoliberal trend,

the value system, by default, alters.

The ethos of a school is defined as “those values and beliefs that the school officially

supports” (Donnelly, 2002: 34). Therefore, as the school supports a value, it becomes

ingrained into the school’s culture. Tensions arise when the ethos in the school does not

marry with the political agenda of government policies (Hayes, 2013) or other ideological

differences, as illustrated in the chapter’s example. This leads to a lack of educator agency

(Robinson, 2012) with a primary focus on the constraints of paperwork related to complying

with policies. The level of administrative burden increases as the system becomes more

outcome-focused, leaving teachers burnt out and questioning their professional identities.

The disparity between the ‘ideal’ and the ‘reality’ continues to widen when the ethos and

culture of the educational institution are at odds with the teacher’s ethos (Robinson, 2012),

leaving a limited scope for Utopian thinking. Such tensions break down the foundation of

professional identities and moving forward to create a shared vision becomes harder to

realise.

Following the case example earlier in the chapter, its second part expands on the

importance of culture, ethos and teachers’ professional identity.

Example case 2/3:

According to the example of the Participatory School, it is essential to highlight that diversity

in the educational environment makes a significant contribution and can play a crucial role

in overcoming obstacles. In this system, there is a strong belief that diversity is critical

incultivating a vibrant and dynamic society.Embracing diverse perspectives and

experiences fosters a culture of creativity and innovation.Individuals exposed to and

accepting of diversity are more likely to develop enhanced creative thinking skills.

Furthermore, diversity is instrumental in promoting peace by encouraging understanding

and acceptance of different lifestyles, beliefs, and values. Recognising and respecting these

differences is essential for nurturing harmonious coexistence. Embracing diversity enriches

human relationships by fostering communication and mutual understanding, encouraging

individuals to make deliberate efforts to understand one another and thereby strengthening

social bonds. This educational model posits that classroom diversity enhances the learning

experience for all students. By fostering an inclusive environment where differences are

celebrated, and every student is given equal opportunities to participate, inclusive education

promotes social cohesion and eliminates barriers to learning.

On the other hand, a critical factor in overcoming obstacles and tensions in the educational

path through a humanistic approach is the participation of families in educational programs.

We advocate for involvement in social programs that include travel, exploration, scientific

inquiry, and knowledge creation. Educational programs should be culturally, socially, and

environmentally aligned, ensuring they resonate with and enrich everyday life. Sustainable

education thrives when it originates and evolves in harmony with life, shaping and being
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shaped by its continuous processes. Understanding the audience’s perspectives on human

life, existence, and education is essential. Life and education are interconnected and filled

with challenges, doubts, contradictions, and complexities. Emphasising interdisciplinary

perspectives enriches the educational dialogue. The active involvement of families in

educational programs helps integrate life-centred ideas into educational practices.

Another important and noteworthy point is that dreaming and a sense of wonder through

ideas and imagination can be seen as forbidden or hindering factors in traditional educational

paths. In conventional educational systems, children are often asked to follow a specific,

linear path. However, we must recognise that this rigidity can be one of the obstacles to

creating a utopia. This is where the humanistic approach fosters a sense of wonder and

encourages students to approach every phenomenon with curiosity and exploration. Certainty

can inhibit curiosity and limit students’ ability to perceive the world as a realm of possibilities.

By nurturing curiosity and wonder, students are motivated to engage in discovery, creation,

and experiences that continuously shape and evolve their understanding of reality through

social interactions and life experiences. The goal is to develop an educational system that

produces knowledgeable students and cultivates wise, capable, and compassionate

individuals who are prepared to impact the future positively. Achieving this vision requires

substantial changes in mindset, curriculum, teaching methods, and school culture.

Nonetheless, this vision is worth pursuing, as it inspires and motivates both educators and

students. In this educational context, there is a belief that personal dreams are crucial and

significantly contribute to individuals’ learning and academic processes. The school and the

school community provide opportunities for everyone to pursue their dreams to the fullest

extent possible.

As a private institution, we operate independently of government approval, which sets us

apart from the traditional educational system. Our school serves approximately 240 students,

both boys and girls aged 6 to 18, a practice that diverges from the prevailing educational

norms in our country. To further support our students and advance our educational

objectives, we recently established a new branch of the school in Toronto, Canada, called

“The Peace School.” This branch is a member of several international organisations, including

the European Democratic Education Community, the Alternative Education Resource

Organisation, and Humanist Kids (You can find out more about Toronto Peace School in the

International Schools chapter).

Utopias as a method: Impact on transformative actions

Creating a Vision

Hennerfeind et al. (2020: 94) consider vision as more tangible than utopia, pointing out its

limited reach over truly transferable change aspired for:

“Although the word is also used to describe something that has not yet happened, it is

visible from afar. It is more likely to concede the possibility of coming true than utopia. It is
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closer to events and more comprehensible. What makes it possibly inferior to utopia is its

reach. Due to its closer perception, it seems to be associated with less risk. This makes it

more attractive in fast-moving times. So, when it comes to quick, short-term changes, people

tend to think of visions rather than utopias. However, if far-reaching and sustainable change

is required, the vision would be too short-sighted.”

The starting point for any change is a critical reflection on educational practices, their

history, and the evolution of differential approaches and understandings of education and

its purpose, role and meaning for learners (that includes teachers). Here again, Freire’s

(1968) concept of critical consciousness relates to the development of the learner’s critical,

questioning mindset, more importantly, however, the necessity to revisit educators’ own

‘conscientizacao’ (Freire, 1968: 55). Problem-posing education invites learners to consider

their relationship with the world around them and transformative role of dialogue, enables

educators learning, from and with the students they teach. Education becomes a

transformative process, anchored in the learner’s reality, where education cannot take place

unless all actively participate.

“True dialogue cannot exist unless the dialoguers engage in critical thinking -thinking

which perceives reality as a process, as transformation, rather than as a static entity-

thinking which does not separate itself from action, but constantly immerses itself in

temporality without fear of the risks involved. (…) For the critic, the important thing is the

continuing transformation of reality.” (Freire, 1973: 92)

This inquiry then leads to consultation with and consideration of all parties to reimagine

alternative tomorrows, with a critical pedagogic lens inviting (if not challenging) student

teachers to think critically about their practice and learning. Values, biases, and opinions

of all participants are considered, and more importantly, how they are considered matters.

Biesta’s (2012; 2013) framework for public education suggests three lenses: ‘for the public’,

‘of the public’, and ‘in the interests of the public’ (Biesta 2012; 2013). Education ‘for the

public’ is an education aimed at the public, where the public is instructed on how to

think and act. This erases plurality and ensures that all learners are equal. Education

systems are assumed to know what is best for the public and will teach it to them (O’Toole,

Dowling and McElheron, 2023). Education ‘of the public’ emphasises learning rather than

instruction, moving towards a system based on citizenship, emancipation, and visibility.

Consultation and incorporating the voices of educators, children, parents, and communities

into pedagogy, policy, and planning are carried out. However, Biesta (2013) argues there is

a flaw within this viewpoint that ‘everyone’s voice is equal’; some voices may not be fair

or inclusive. ‘In the interest of the public’ allows us to question which voices are helpful

to living together in unison and which are hindering (O’Toole et al., 2023). Using Biesta’s

framework with national and international diversity, equality, and inclusion charters (UNCRC,

1989; UNESCO, 1994) supports the inclusivity of voices through an inclusive lens. O’Toole

et al. (2023) argue that consultation is insufficient to ensure a fair and equitable narrative

becomes visible. Instead, the ‘consideration’ of all parties should be reviewed. They further

1616 | UTOPIAS - WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? INSPIRING IDEAS FOR SCHOOLS OF TOMORROW



argue that these considerations are not discrete and must be understood in dynamic

synergy. There are, of course, often tensions between different perspectives. Negotiating

these tensions is part of a democratic society (O’Toole et al., 2023).

To ‘consider’ all parties, their voices must be accessed, heard and used to enact change.

Lundy’s Model of Participation (2007) can be used to access students’ voices. This model

conceptualises Article 12 of the UNCRC, which states, “I have the right to be listened

to and taken seriously” (UNCRC, 1989) through the lens of accessing children’s voices.

Lundy’s model (2007) requires four elements: Space, Voice, Audience and Influence. Space

for children/students to feel safe to voice their opinions is essential to ensure meaningful

engagement. Children and young people will express their voices in spaces where they feel

safe and where the relationship is caring and nurturing. Creating a trusting and healthy

relationship prior to utilising techniques to access voices will be discussed in more detail

later in this chapter. It is imperative to ensure the children/students have an audience

that includes people who would and could take them seriously and support getting their

opinions brought to decision-makers. The children/students should be seen as co-decision

makers where appropriate. The final element is influence. This is where the children/

student’s voice and opinions influence practice. Therefore, practices are altered to consider

the views of children, students, and young people.

Creating a space to explore and co-create utopias for inspirational, inclusive
practices of tomorrow

Koenig et al. (2022) speak of a teaching dilemma in teacher education – we are teaching

for an inclusive education system that does not widely exist today. Even if a highly inclusive

aspiration has been developed during studies or training, it is often almost impossible to

put it into practice in insufficiently inclusive organisations in education today. Nick Peim has

restated recently that “education has not been delivering on equality: inequality is precisely

what it is for!” (Peim, 2023: 2).

Peim has long argued that it is the socially disadvantaged who are particularly ill-served

by the so-called ‘gift that keeps on giving’. For many people, the offer they cannot refuse

is often one they are not in a position to accept, partly because this is someone else’s

aspiration. Although there are obvious parallels to Freire’s (1968) work in Peim’s account,

bell hooks (1994) was more explicit in highlighting the point about meaningful sharing of

education relevant to creating the space to explore and co-create. Her work was much

inspired by Freire’s insistence on common, mutual human growth, with privileged and

less privileged influencing each other to transform. Seeing ‘education as the practice of

freedom’, bell hooks understood the flaws of education systems in their frequent omission

of learners’ social reality (class, gender, sex, racialised positionalities and relevant

experiences). Thanks to Freire, education opened up a possibility ‘to move beyond

boundaries, to transgress,’ making a true, authentic difference in the world (hooks,

1994:207). This raises the question of educators’ understanding of the role they play in
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the dynamic nature of learning and teaching, seeking to transform their own practice and

thinking, continuously learning from each other as much as their students.

“Inclusion [presupposes] a change of pattern […] – understood as an intentional process

of turning away from a mode of optimising, which in a way would only mean a further

affirmation of the status quo. Instead, a transformative understanding of inclusion requires

actors (in organisations) to be both aware of the way current structures have become and to

intentionally shape an active process of ‘future-forming’ (Gergen, 2015) and reflexive future

work” (Koenig et al. 2022: 22).

Sharpe et al. (2016) consider that people can develop forms of future consciousness and,

thus, of changing patterns. Teachers and all other participants of education systems should

be empowered to continuously and proactively develop approaches, knowledge and skills

that make it more likely for them to be able to:

• Orient themselves in the permanent – neither foreseeable nor linear – transformation

process towards a more inclusive education system, in the sense of the vision in a self-

reflective, networked and more targeted manner.

• Meet the challenges associated with the recognition of human diversity and diverse

educational pathways in organisations and institutions with diversity-sensitive and

inclusion-oriented attitudes and practices.

• Position themselves as a transformative actor for more equality and educational

justice in the constantly changing education system and be able to simultaneously

remove barriers to participation and learning for all (Booth & Ainscow 2017).

• Develop a willingness to further professionalise themselves by the changing demands

posed by the diversity of learners and the living conditions in our society within the

framework of their professional biography (Merz-Atalik, 2024).

Danforth (2017) says successful inclusive educators are characterised by a unique

approach:

“They do not ignore the gap between their ethical beliefs and their daily work in schools.

They intentionally toil in the gap. They enter into that uncomfortable space, explore their

commitments and behaviour, and figure out how to better enact their most cherished ideals”

(Danforth, 2017: 8).

Epistemic knowledge alone cannot facilitate the levels of change needed to address

contemporary societal challenges, and according to Sharpe et al. (2016), other forms of

practical knowledge are required. The adaptation options for the potentially adaptive human

system can be based on the past and the future. Sharpe et al. (2016) claim that without

such “reframings”, it is practically impossible to reconcile the “objective” world out there

with people’s subjective perceptions of the future. Sustainable solutions are not only related

to political will and action.

They “also require a collective ability to co-create and convene spaces for genuine
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transdisciplinary co-operation and participation across the full spectrum of human

diversity and difference in order to address the question “what type of society [do] we want

to live [in] and who [is] the ‘we’ […] answer[ing] that question (Abbott et al., 2017: 815)”

(Koenig et al., 2022: 127; highlighted by the authors).

Utopias cannot be traced back to previous experiences from the past, either from the

perspective of the individual or the system, as there is still no (organisational) memory

for such experiences (Koenig & Strasser, 2022), for example, with inclusive education.

Therefore, when embarking on co-creating Utopia, the authors want to bring people together

to go on a journey that will be characterised as a collective intelligence creation process.

Two critical points must be present for an authentic and meaningful shared vision to

be created: it must be possible to reach all people and levels of the system (Whole-

System-Approach), and all individuals involved must be able to contribute to the change

(participation in the process). Koenig et al. (2018: 34) consider that “the potential for

transformation lies in the flexibility to think about the future beyond the continuation of

the past.”

When revisiting Ricoeur’s (1986) levels of utopia within classrooms, coupled with a whole

system approach where all individuals can participate, the created space allows positive

relationships to flourish (Lundy, 2007). Positive relationships are integral to children’s and

young people’s education (Ebbeck & Yim, 2009). Supportive and warm interactions

throughout the classroom, teacher and student, and peer interactions lead to a productive

learning environment (Wubbles et al., 2012). When all opinions of the children, students,

parents and educators/teachers are sought, the commonalities can be reviewed, and a

shared vision can be created. This shared vision becomes how the classroom looks and

feels.

Defining shared value

Considering value systems starts with a reflection of personal values. These values are

individual to each person and frequently relate to how people construct their identities.

Intrinsically, each person ‘knows’ what matters most to them…or at least they think they

know until they are confronted with questions, situations or circumstances that challenge

these deeply integrated ideals and are forced to reconstruct, change, or transform their

thinking. This begins with a personal journey of discovery where each person uncovers

which values are important to them. Deconstructing these personal assumptions and

biases is an integral element of understanding one’s own personal value system (Brookfield,

1995).

Creating a space where students can discuss their values and co-create shared values

allows essential questions to be answered. Establishing the importance of individual and

personal values and how they may interact with the educational context supports the ability

to reconcile, at times problematic, alignment of personal and professional lenses. A deeper
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level of reflection may support further understanding of how these individual values may be

translated into inclusive educational practice.

Referring back to the authors’ starting proposal that there are as many Utopias asthere

are People in the Worldhighlights that every person’s vision of their Utopia is different.

Therefore, reflection on understanding one’s own values before inviting other people’s

perspectives and values is necessary. Linking individual utopias within a group to create

a shared vision often engages working with deeply personal values to co-create a space

where Utopian visions can be realised. Common values associated with educational

systems are community, democracy, love, relationships, uniqueness, play, identity and

belonging, compassion, equity, empathy, advocacy, passion, agency, and autonomy. These

shared values within a classroom can lead to the overall values of the school. Creating

a cohesive vision from learners and educators and the wider community to principals

and boards of management and leaders shows how these shared values can bring about

considerable change.

Example case 3/3:

“Based on the values mentioned above, the vision for future education in a participatory

school focuses on areas that benefit everyone, especially children, as outlined below.”

In this way, there is a desire that we plan in detail how to support an educational

environment, especially for the benefit of children and adolescents, and it helps us move

forward to co-create a path for the creation of children’s/student’s utopia.

One significant focus is on young children, particularly those up to two years of age.

We aim to develop resources to identify their needs and create diverse experiences from

birth to two years old. This involves organising continuous training courses for educators

of young children, enabling them to address essential topics and shift their perspectives on

child development and education. These programs are designed to be child friendly. We are

also working to establish connections between organisations involved in child development,

including government and non-governmental organisations, charities, schools, the private

sector, and individuals interested in enhancing children’s lives. This initiative aims to create

a collaborative network that promotes the well-being of children and fosters a cooperative

environment among various stakeholders. Another goal is to emphasise diversity in

educational approaches, encouraging families to advocate for schools to incorporate

children’s voices and opinions into educational programs. Enhancing children’s health, safety,

and care is another goal, particularly addressing the high incidence of accidents, from natural

disasters to road and traffic accidents. There is a lack of official co-operation and

commitment to developing child-friendly, safe urban environments. Despite our efforts in this

area, progress has been limited, and we remain hopeful for future advancements in ensuring

children’s health, safety, and care. In addition, promoting environmental sustainability is a

priority. We advocate for planting trees and developing forests, leveraging the extensive

potential of children and their families nationwide to contribute to forestry efforts. Another
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initiative we are considering is the prevention of malnutrition among children. This project

aims to engage governmental and non-governmental organisations to determine their role in

addressing this issue.

Supporting the family unit is also a crucial objective. While the definition of family forms

may evolve, the core principles of co-operation, love, empathy, and care remain fundamental.

We aim to promote and strengthen these principles within society. To this end, a Family

Education Working Group was established years ago to conduct regular meetings, focusing

on improving knowledge and awareness through group readings and critical thinking. Finally,

we seek to deepen our understanding of the culture, art, and heritage of our land. This

involves introducing teachers, coaches, families, and children to the cultural background

of our region, fostering a greater appreciation and connection to their cultural roots.

Understanding and promoting a culture of peace among children through Augmented Reality

(AR) can be a significant objective of future educational programs. Teaching childrento listen

to and accept othersis crucial for fostering an environment where peace, equality, and

diversity coexist. Additionally, there is a critical need to focus on support and educational

programs for children with special needs. This encompasses all children requiring special

care, whether in the short or long term, including those in crisis, children from rural areas,

immigrant children, minorities, and other vulnerable groups.

In alignment with the goals above, our efforts aim to broaden the educational horizons of

children and teenagers. We assist them in moving toward their utopias, encouraging them to

envision and articulate their dreams. Through workshops and programs, we foster collective

dreaming, empowering them to travel fearlessly toward the utopian future that represents our

aspirations today.

Models and methods of reflection

If we define Utopia “as a defining property of any educational experience that wishes to

retain a genuinely contestatory power” (Lyotard, 1993; Readings, 1995), utopias could thus

not be an anticipation in any ‘natural’ or logical sense. We can use different methods

and follow different concepts or starting points to anticipate an ideal future. There are

various tools for working with the future, so we would first like to stress some fundamental

frameworks.

Figure 3: Tools for working with the future adapted from Sharpe et al. (2016)
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Based on Sharpe et al. (2016)

Some tools for working with the future tend to focus on a clear goal (like a final destination

or status), which brings a lower capacity of uncertainty, as the goal is clearly defined and

shared in the contextual environment of the change process. For example, to just add new

aspects into the curricula instead of changing its basic structures and values. In other

change processes, like inclusive school reforms in the whole education system, we find a

relatively high demand for agency and feelings of uncertainty because the reform itself is

complex and has to include many different levels of the system, stakeholders and agents.

The number of players involved in the transformation processes is almost unmanageable.

Pathways approaches attempt to deal with complexity and raising agency, for example,
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PATH (Planning Alternative Tomorrows with Hope). The method has been developed as

a strengths-based, person-centred planning process by John O’Brien, Marsha Forrest and

Jack Pierpoint. The PATH process is designed to help a focused person establish their own

vision for their life and imagine what support and connections will help them achieve this

vision. PATH is also intended to be a community-building opportunity and is not limited to

systems. Therefore, it focuses on an individual and their personal tomorrows and dreams.

The process starts with creating a picture of the future (the North Star) and then going

backwards, what should be developed three months before, six months before, and so on.

“Don’t be afraid of utopia and vision if you are not trapped in them; they are both helpful,

strategic tools without which there would have been no significant further development of

humanity” (Hennerfeind et al., 2020: 95).

Brookfield’s model of critical reflection:

Through critical reflection, a sense of one’s value system, beliefs, and assumptions are

interrogated. Brookfield refers to these as “hunting assumptions” (Brookfield, 2021: 7).

He argues that understanding one’s assumptions is highly challenging and often resisted.

Further contesting that “assumptions frame our thinking and determine our actions”

(Brookfield, 2021: 1). He reviews three types of assumptions: paradigmatic, prescriptive and

causal assumptions:

Paradigmatic Assumptions: These assumptions are the hardest of all to uncover, and,

when critically reviewed, they are the ones that have the most significant impact on our

lives. These worldview assumptions relate to how we see and order the world. They are

fundamental to how we live our lives, which is why they are so hard to uncover. An example

of a paradigmatic assumption could be that children are independent learners who learn

through taking risks and exploring their environment.

Prescriptive Assumptions: These are what we think should happen in different situations.

These are grounded in our paradigmatic assumptions but are more accessible to uncover.

To follow the paradigmatic assumption mentioned earlier, a prescriptive assumption could

be that educators/teachers should provide challenging environments for children to show

their independence and encourage them to take risks.

Causal Assumptions: These assumptions are the easiest to uncover and understand.

They are assumptions about how things work and about the conditions under which these

can be changed and how we can impact those processes. Our causal assumptions are

also grounded in our paradigmatic and prescriptive assumptions. Following on from the

paradigmatic and prescriptive assumption given above, a causal assumption could be: That

children should take risks, although these risks may cause a minor injury, because this

encourages their independence and understanding of the world around them. Throughout

our lives we are making causal assumptions, be them conditional or retroactive (historical).

If the assumption is conditional, then we assume that if we do one thing another will

happen. If the assumption is retroactive, it means that we are assuming this because
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historically this is what happens (Brookfield, 2021). By unpacking these assumptions, we

create opportunities and a willingness to understand them, which in turn creates an

understanding of our value system and allows for critical reflection.

Embarking on a Utopian Journey

“If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up the men and women to gather wood, divide the

work, and give orders. Instead, teach them to yearn for the vast and endless sea” (Saint-

Exupéry, 1943).

The following framework is an easy-to-follow guide, where the elements are grounded

in research that allows individuality for each group to establish their utopian journey. This

is supposed to be a framework that utilises Understanding, Transformation, Opportunities,

Perspectives, Inclusion and Advocacy.

A framework to support a Utopian journey

Figure 4: Framework to support a Utopian Journey in education.

U – ‘Understanding’: At the beginning of the journey, it should be ensured that mutual

‘understanding’ is recognised as an essential starting condition for the joint reflection

process by all actors involved. The attitude and the activities should always be geared

towards identifying the individual perspectives and histories of all persons and groups

involved. To this end, guiding principles should be developed and recognised for the

methodological approach, interactions and communication. Mutual understanding and

trust are fundamental prerequisites for beginning to design and create shared visions for a
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school of the future. These ‘understandings’ involve building relationships within the group

that are based on mutual trust and respect.

T – ‘Transformation’: Transformation is critical to embark on a journey to co-create

utopia. Visions are the driving force behind “Transformations” in the sense of complex

changes (for example, from a social norm-oriented, ableist to a subject-oriented,

appreciative pedagogy) instead of purely adaptive changes. The willingness to change and

transform a system to reflect the needs and desires of the group is essential. If there

is no willingness to change, then alternatives for tomorrow will never be realised. This

element involves deep reflection and transformation of practices and principles; therefore,

the willingness and desire to change are essential.

O – ‘Opportunities’: Creating opportunities to ensure all actors feel safe and willing

to participate, unpack, and share their opinions is an integral part of this framework.

Fostering nurturing relationships and creating a safe and inclusive environment for the

school community to openly and honestly feel they can share their opinions about what

should change is challenging to achieve. Integrity, openness and a willingness to take on

board people’s views to change shows professional integrity, but it also takes courage and

strength. This is easier to achieve in a learning community with like-minded professionals

but can be developed in any group or constellation with the right considerations.

P – ‘Perspectives’: The perspectives of all actors must be unpacked and understood as

all perspectives are critical to hear to gain a deep understanding of other people’s value

systems. However, not all perspectives are helpful, as discussed earlier in this chapter

when reviewing Biesta’s framework (2012). Ensuring that all perspectives taken onboard

are embedded in inclusive strategies and inclusive policies nationally and internationally is

crucial. This provides the foundation of a shared vision with the integral elements of rights,

inclusion, agency, and equality.

I – ‘Inclusion’: Inclusion of all those involved in the educational process is integral to

the journey. Deciding who is involved and ensuring that all are included is imperative. This

network of actors who should be included in the transformation process of the education

system are families, children, students and other social caregivers; this consists of all

school specialists, teachers and other people involved in the management and organisation

of the education system. Inclusion is a ‘transformative task for the future’ (Koenig et al,

2022). Inclusion is the path, the process and the goal. Inclusive education systems need

transformative professional self-images or identities from the professions involved (Merz-

Atalik, 2024). Utilising methods to ensure the inclusion of everyone consists of reflecting

on how to access all voices of the actors involved. Ensuring inclusion involves embedding

practice in inclusive, reflective practices that support all actors involved.

A – ‘Advocacy’: This is an essential element involving much thought and reflection.

Discovering what you advocate for involves deeply understanding your views, opinions,

and biases. Using Brookfield’s model to uncover personal assumptions supports unpacking

one’s value system and allows one to realise who and what one advocates for (Brookfield,
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2021). Ensuring there are shared values is an integral element of the utopian journey for all

actors involved.

An example of creating a shared vision and values towards a utopian
approach in a classroom

“For any group of people to get an education of their own, the first need is to have a say and

be listened to” (Griffiths, 2003: 34).

The following is an example from a Child Care Centre:

I would like to share some experiences from my work as a leader of two early childhood

settings regarding using shared visioning methods to transform the educational environment

and programme of our children, their parents, and our educators. Creating a shared vision and

discussing our utopias was recently carried out in a class of mine with children aged 4 to 6

years. We began by talking about ‘What each of us would like in the classroom to help us

learn and play to the best we can.’ Pseudo names are used throughout this example; the main

comments from the children are shown in Figure 5. The parents’ responses are illustrated in

Figure 6, and the teacher’s and educator’s responses are illustrated in Figure 7 below.

Figure 5: Shared Vision Example from Child Care Centre, Children’s Comments
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Adapted from Dowling (2024)

Figure 6. Shared Vision Example from the Child Care Centre, Parents’ Comments

UTOPIAS - WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? INSPIRING IDEAS FOR SCHOOLS OF TOMORROW | 1627



Adapted from Dowling (2024)

Figure 7: Shared Vision Example from the Child Care Centre, Teachers and Educators

responses
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Adapted from Dowling (2024)

Thematic analysis was used to ensure all contributions were captured effectively and the

nuances of their answers understood (Hejil and Petersen, 2024). These elements were then

grouped to form our values and our shared vision that led to collaborative agreement

illustrated in Figure 8 below.

Figure 8: Shared Vision Example from the Child Care Centre
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Adapted from Dowling (2024)

Figure 9. Child Care Centre, Classroom Agreement

In our classroom, we agreed:
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Source: Adapted from Dowling (2024)

When I reflected on my practice, I found that there were areas I needed to alter.

I reviewed how I could support the class to ensure I facilitated and created a space where

they could best learn. The review of practice led to more project-based work with added time

and flexibility, a universal design for teaching, and a review of the spaces we could utilise

within the building and the community. I also reviewed how we could involve the community

in sharing our learning, focusing on innovative ways to communicate our knowledge to

others.

This scenario showed how a teacher/educator used the UTOPIA framework above within

her classroom. Mutual ‘understanding’ was recognised as an essential starting point for the

joint reflection process in this scenario. This ‘transformative’ approach by engaging in critical

reflection took place through fostering positive relationships and creating ‘opportunities’

to gather information involves ensuring the environment is based on trust, respect and
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inclusion. This created an avenue to ensure that honest ‘perspectives’ were gathered that

reflected the actual thoughts and feelings of the people involved. This ensured the ‘inclusion’

of all and the integrity of inclusive charters and policies visible within the ideas. An insight

into what all the actors were ‘advocating’ for appeared, and a shared vision of alternative

realities emerged. This example shows how teachers can quickly gather perspectives to

create a vision and allow everyone to go on a utopian journey to better their learning.

Conclusion

The Participatory School in Tehran (Iran) example shows that a school community can

follow its dreams and visions, even in conditions and contexts that may not be conducive or

supportive. At the selected school, it was initially the fundamental values and expectations

of one family who had set themselves the goal of playing a decisive role in shaping

the educational biography of their daughter. This shows the power of individuals is key

worldwide (Boban & Hinz, 2008; Merz-Atalik, 2022). The Participatory School (Teheran)

exists today, representing these values in its educational approaches because it co-created

a more powerful collective voice that made the dream a reality, like many other schools

internationally that went on a Utopian Journey.

Reflecting on one of the opening concepts, ‘There are as many Utopias as there are people

in the world,’ reinforces that utopia is different for everyone. This chapter highlights that

it is not an elusive dream that cannot be achieved. Instead, it is a method and a journey

that you, as a teacher, can choose to embark on with your students (on every level of

education, including places of adult- or teacher-education). Beginning with conversations

about what Utopia is to them and concretising that abstract into creating an environment in

which they can see, hear, and feel. Defining shared values and creating shared goals allows

these illusionary ideas to become an authentic environment where meaningful teaching and

learning can occur. Then, the creation of alternative tomorrows becomes a reality.

3

Local contexts

An interactive H5P element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it

3. On the Best State of the State or the New Island of Utopia
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online here:

https://book.all-means-all.education/ama-2025-en/?p=643#h5p-52

Closing questions to discuss or tasks

• When creating a shared vision, who’s voice would you access?

• How would you access these voices?

• What models would you use to reflect on your practice?

• How would you try to understand your students’ UTOPIAS?

• Has the ethos and culture of your educational facility altered your professional

identity?

• How would you bring your students on their utopian journey?
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Andreas Hinz

Andreas Hinz was a teacher. From 1999 to 2020 professor for Inclusive

Education at Martin-Luther-University Halle-Wittenberg in Eastern Germany,

from 1986 to 1999 member of a research team on ‘integrative’ school experiments in

primary schools in Hamburg. Co-founder of a small inclusive hotel (barrier-free and with a

mixed team of employees) in Hamburg, working since 1993. Active in Democratic Education

since 2008, ten years cooperating with the Institute for Democratic Education at the

Kibbutzim College for Education in Tel Aviv, joining lots of European and worldwide

conferences of the Democratic Education movement. E-Mail:

andreas.hinz@paedagogik.uni-halle.de.

CONTRIBUTORS | 1641



Andrew Campbell

Andrew B. Campbell (DR.ABC) is an Assistant Professor, Teaching Stream,

in Leadership for Racial Justice in Teacher Education in the Master of

Teaching Program at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE), University of

Toronto OISE. He is the Coordinator for the Black Future Educators’ Program (BFEP) and the
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education, leadership, educational change, urban education, and Black Educators’ Identity

and Pedagogy. He has presented at numerous conferences and has delivered many

presentations as a keynote speaker, motivational speaker, and workshop facilitator. He

loves people, food, fashion, travelling and bringing his community together for a good meal.

Angele Deguara

Angele Deguara is a resident academic and subject co-ordinator of

Sociology at the Junior College of the University of Malta. She also lectures

in gender and sexuality within the Department of Gender and Sexualities, Faculty for Social
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the Department of Education from the University of Oxford. Her research
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Her academic background is in the discipline of Sociology, having done her Bachelor’s and

Master’s in the same, before embarking on an MPhil in Education and thereafter, the current

DPhil programme at Oxford. She is a passionate feminist who aims to study questions of
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Her work is dedicated to fostering inclusive

environments that acknowledge and celebrate diversity.

Dror Simri

MA, education counsellor and family and couples therapist, working from

1992 until 2018 at Hadera Democratic School as a teacher, mentor and

mentoring supervisor.

Dua Jabr Dajani
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neuropsychological well-being starting with children.
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Prof. Dr. Frank J. Müller is a professor for “Inclusive Education for Learning and Intellectual

Development Impairments in Secondary Schools” following his work as a special ed teacher

at the Grünauer Gemeinschaftsschule in Berlin.

He works on support structures for teachers in heterogeneous learning groups through

inclusive open educational resources, research-based study programs to make the history
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dimensions of diversity.
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Georga Dowling is a Lecturer in Early Childhood Education in the Froebel

Department in Maynooth University, Ireland and an experienced practising
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children’s rights, quality early childhood education and children’s participation in their
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schools to DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools) band 1. The reason he
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believes, will increase the inclusivity, diversity, and equality in Irish education.
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University College of Teacher Education in Innsbruck, Austria. Her research

focuses on using picturebooks in English language teaching, diversity

education, teaching methodology and digital literacy in the primary English classroom as

well as critical pedagogy. She is currently involved in research projects on critical textbook

studies, teaching in Canada and the development of school quality.

Günalp Turan

Günalp Turan is an NGO professional and an educator with a focus on

communities of practice and teacher empowerment. He has a BA in

language education and has taken graduate studies in cultural studies. He has been
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Halil Han Aktaş
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completed Ph. D. in the Curriculum and Instruction program at Middle East

Technical University, in Ankara-Turkey with the dissertation titled “Constructing a
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“Increasing Participatory and Democratic Processes in Schools” funded by Friedrich Ebert
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Hannah Solley

Hannah Solley (she/her) is a qualified Dramatherapist who has worked in the

area of youth, family and mental health for over fifteen years. She has
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anti-bullying programmes in schools. She has been working with the trans community for
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support gender diverse students and peer education in gender diversity and allyship. She is

CONTRIBUTORS | 1653



passionate about youth mental health and creating positive changes to help young people

reach their full potential.

Heidrun Demo

Her work centers on equity in education, with a particular focus on

supporting diverse learners, fostering inclusive teaching practices, and

driving inclusive school development. She is deeply involved in research and teacher

training, dedicated to creating and sustaining inclusive learning environments.

Hermione Xin Miao

Dr Hermione Xin Miao was born at a rural village in China, raised by her

maternal grandparents since she was eight. She stayed in her hometown for

schooling while her parents migrated to a big city to make a living. She was one of millions

“left-behind children” who experienced exclusion in education. Hermione is a first-

generation university student in her family. She has developed research interests in

curriculum making, teacher agency, climate change, inclusive education, and intersectional

feminism. She has degrees in both geography and education, and a PhD degree from

University of Stirling (2024). Hermione has been involved in creative and participatory
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network communities. Hermione also has started an Mapping Inspirational Women
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world.

Hazar Chaouni

Hazar Chaouni is a passionate disability rights advocate and a member of

Feminists Against Ableism, an intersectional disability justice collective. She

actively advises organizations on inclusive policies and accessibility, working to ensure that

spaces and practices are inclusive and just for all. Through her essays, workshops, and

speeches, Hazar aims to create awareness about disability and ableism, promoting

intersectional justice and systemic change. Her advocacy is deeply rooted in her personal

and professional experiences, and she emphasizes the importance of the principle “nothing

about us without us” in all her work.
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(Reformschule Hamburg Winterhude), from 2002 until 2017 researcher and

lecturer for Inclusive Education at the Martin-Luther-University Halle-Wittenberg.

Ira Schumann

Ira Schumann works on the topic of inclusive school development at the

University of Bremen. She also gives workshops on topics such as inclusion,

diversity, racism/critical whiteness and fat acceptance/fat liberation.

Irati Sagardia-Iturria

Irati Sagardia-Iturria after completing her studies at Mondragon

Unibertsitatea (Spain) in Primary Education and specialising in Special

Education, she adopted the principle of creating inclusive environments and processes as

a core value in her life. Motivated by this, she decided to further her education by pursuing

both a master’s and a doctorate at the same university, with a focus on educational

transitions and inclusive processes. This academic journey provided her with a unique

opportunity to actively engage in a research project led by the Zehar and Hazitegi groups,

which also forms the context for her thesis, following the purpose of generating and

transferring knowledge in the field of innovation and intervention in inclusive education.

Additionally, she has gained experience as a university lecturer across various modules,

aiming to raise awareness of the importance of the healthy development of all children

(emotional, social, cognitive, motor, and linguistic), and the role of the educational

community in that development and creating inclusive contexts (the role of the teacher,

organisation of time and space).

Jane O'Toole

Jane O’Toole is a primary school teacher who specialises in language

education. Jane’s doctoral research explored student and parent

engagement with the Irish language utilising a participatory action research methodology.
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and curriculum. Jane has been a coordinating member of the Collaborative Action Research

Network (CARN) since 2016.
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and developing; and languages and literature. To foster inclusive education,

she works on topics such as formative assessment, differentiation, classroom

management, teaching adolescents and mentoring. Using practitioner research, for

instance the Lesson Study approach, she works with (student-) teachers on how to enhance

all students’ learning in the classroom.

Jean Karl Grech

Jean Karl Grech is from Malta. A gay primary teacher with a particular

passion for inclusion and cultural integration. A recent graduate with a

Master’s in Euro-Comparative Education. In his studies at the University of Malta, he

focused on the inclusion and visibility of the LGBTIQ+ community in schools through

subjects and daily school practices.

Jessica Lament
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with disabilities. She has worked in schools in the US, Singapore, and France
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training programs – always with the same goal, to increase the implementation of research-
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Josefine Wagner
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Yellin Academic College of Education in Jerusalem. She also teaches in the
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around the world and online.

Laura Torres Zúñiga

Laura Torres Zúñiga is a lecturer and teacher trainer at the Department of

Philologies and Didactics of the Universidad Autónoma de Madrid (Spain),

where she teaches English Language, Syllabus Design and Children’s Literature in English
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Her special interests include relational pedagogy, love in education,

empowering voices, and reflective practice. As an early years researcher she studies the
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about vocal pedagogy, education and kids music in Iran and outside of Iran.
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and research areas include teacher education, teacher professionalism, teacher knowledge,

critical pedagogy, and education policy. She has also conducted research on inclusive

education, gender, and internationalisation.
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Academic Advisor for the Education Department. Her experience in inclusive

and special education includes teaching, teacher professional learning design and delivery,
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and practice enactment, teacher engagement with professional learning for inclusion and
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Language Centre. Under her leadership, the Spanish program became one of the most

successful alongside French and Mandarin Chinese.

Pilar also held notable academic roles as a visiting lecturer at Oxford University and as an

external examiner for Spanish programs at the University of Manchester and the University

of Sheffield. Beyond teaching, she contributed to university-wide initiatives, including the

Electronic Management of Assessment (EMA) project, which streamlined and digitized

the submission and evaluation of assessments across all schools and programs at the

University of Reading.

Pilar holds a BA in English Literature and Linguistics, an MA in Translation, and an MSc
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Internacional Menéndez Pelayo.
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Maryam Mohammadi

Maryam Mohammadi holds a master’s degree in painting and brings 17

years of teaching experience as the Executive Director of the Participatory
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teachers to promote the holistic development of young learners.
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deeper understanding of themselves and the world.
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disabilities.
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Merve Ayvalli Karagoz
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techniques that enhance the reliability and validity of educational evaluations, contributing

to higher standards in educational measurement.

Miriam Cuccu

Miriam Cuccu, pedagogist and subject expert in general and social
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Miriam Sonntag, practitioner and researcher in the field of inclusive
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school development, lecturer at colleges and universities.

Mridula Muralidharan

Mridula Muralidharan is a sociologist and social worker specialising in
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and the UK. She is the author of the book “Learning Activities to Develop a Sense of Agency

around Disability Issues” (Akashi Shoten, 2024, in Japanese).
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Special Education). His work and research focuses are inclusive school

development and social space orientation, inclusion-sensitive higher education

development, accessible language, participatory research and teaching.
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Nicola Ryan, clinical nurse specialist in child & adolescent mental health,

cognitive behavioural therapist, senior lecturer at Kingston University in the

UK. Areas of interest and research include intersectionality, child and adolescent mental

health, neurodiversity, psychological and behavioural therapies, education of autism and

ADHD for students and educators.
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researcher from Georgia. A first-year PhD student from the Department of
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Nysha Chantel Givans

Nysha Chantel Givans is currently pursuing a Professional Doctorate in

Education at the University of Wolverhampton, with a research focus on the

educational challenges faced by marginalised communities from lower socio-economic
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education system, decolonising education, and addressing Afro hair discrimination.

Employing methods such as autoethnography, film analysis, and literary text examination,

her doctoral thesis will delve into Shane Meadows’ This Is England to illuminate the
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educational barriers encountered by working-class individuals and explores the impact of

communitarianism on these communities.

Outi Kyrö-Ämmälä

Outi Kyrö-Ämmälä, PhD, is a University Lecturer in Teacher Education at the

University of Lapland, Finland. Her research interests include teacher

education and teacher professional development, inclusive and special education, and

students’ cognitive skills. She has been involved in several national and international

projects developing inclusive education and teacher education. Outi is also a member of

the Finnish Teacher Education Forum.
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Namibia. Her areas of interest and expertise include inclusive education practices; early

childhood education and care; deaf education; how learners/students learn and how we

should assess them; reading acquisition and fluency; vocabulary acquisition; mathematics
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General Editor of The International Journal of Young Adult Literature, and the Secretary of
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University and a Senior Fellow of the Higher Education Academy. With over

two decades of experience in the field of special and inclusive education, my journey has

been dedicated to promoting social justice and empowering diverse learners, particularly

those with special educational needs and disabilities (SEN/D). As an educator, inclusion

manager, local authority advisor, researcher, and advocate she has actively contributed to

shaping inclusive policies, leading innovative participatory research projects, and

championing social justice within schools, local authority, higher education and the

community. She leads the ‘Inclusion and Social Justice’ SIG and the ‘Inclusivity, Anti-
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racist education in Wales as part of her PhD at Cardiff University.
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psychotherapist who works at various universities in Germany. She conducts research on

refugee children, multi-professional cooperation and the professionalisation of teachers.

Rhianna Murphy

Rhianna is a former primary school teacher with international teaching

experience. She has a background in educational research, with a focus on

curriculum-making and teacher agency. She has also worked on a range of small scale

research projects with British Educational Research Association (BERA) and has experience

lecturing on a range of teacher education courses.

Rosa Anna Ferdigg

Rosa Anna Ferdigg earned her degree at Bologna University in Italy and has
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roles, she collaborates with universities in Italy and Germany on inclusion topics. Rosa Anna

is also a consultant for inclusive school development on an international level. Her interests
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represented learners, schools, and communities to increase equity of access and support

student success.
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protection system. Sam is a non-binary trans person who is also neurodivergent and queer,

All Means All is a project where the personal meets professional for Sam.

Sandra Fietkau

Fietkau, Sandra; Dr., social worker, has been working on different projects

promoting inclusive structures and societal development in the south of

Germany for almost 20 years, researcher on support circles, more inclusive service settings

and social space development, also a facilitator for Person Centred Planning and convinced

of the generative power of these forms of planning and getting together. E-Mail:

mail@sandra-fietkau.de
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Sara Baroni is Doctor of Research in Pedagogy and Didactics and primary
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Sarah Volknant
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on teacher education. Her work delves into prejudiced perceptions of language within
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employing intersectional perspectives.

Seán Gleasure

Seán Gleasure is an educational researcher in the field of sociology of

education. With a background as a primary school teacher, his research

focuses nurture and care in schools, particularly those serving working-class communities,
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and participation. He lectures on issues related to in/equalities in children’s learning and

children’s rights, voice, and participation.
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Denmark. With a specialization in the philosophy of social education, he is

actively involved in the Research Centre for Management, Organisation, and Social

Sciences. Sebastian’s work focuses on norm-critical perspectives in youth pedagogy,

demonstrating his passion for exploring and addressing issues of diversity and inclusion.

Beyond his academic pursuits, he enjoys engaging in creative projects and sharing his

insights through various publications and podcasts, he has been involved with the LGBT+ in

Denmark and is reward-winning for creating safe and meaningful spaces for youths and

women in boardgame and roleplay communities across Denmark.

Seun Adebayo

Dr Seun Adebayo has over 10 years of experience and a diverse background

in global education, equity and quality education, EdTech, research and

policy advocacy. His dedication lies in cultivating transformative learning journeys that

transcend barriers and amplify possibilities, particularly for learners from marginalized

communities. His journey encompasses collaborations with international organizations,

steering curriculum improvements, and integrating technology to establish an educational
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ensuring education’s accessibility, equitability, and readiness for all.
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Shichong Li

Shichong Li is a PhD candidate at the University of Leeds, UK, with a research

focus on the Left-behind Children (LBC) in China and their agency in peer

relationships. Her work challenges the dominant narrative of LBC’s vulnerability and
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beyond the school setting. Holding a master’s degree in curriculum and instruction from

Southwest University, China, she has contributed to research projects on teacher training,

an experience that has significantly shaped her current PhD research. She advocates for
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incorporating children’s perspectives into teacher training programs to support diverse

learners better.
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Social Pedagogy at the Free University of Bolzano-Bozen (Italy). He is

qualified as primary school teacher with a specialisation as support teacher and he has
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