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Psychology for Inclusive
Education

What can psychology offer inclusive education? Traditionally, special education has
looked to psychology for many of its theoretical resources and practical strategies, while
those seeking to promote more inclusive education have tended to see psychology and psy-
chologists as part of the problem by providing a rationale for segregation. However, in
practice many psychologists today are developing inclusive ways of working, and are pay-
ing attention to psychological theories that underpin inclusive education.

Psychology for Inclusive Education reframes the contribution of psychology in terms of
its relevance to inclusion and will show how psychological theories of learning and human
development are compatible with inclusive education. Part 1 explores psychological theo-
ries relevant to understanding inclusive education and Part 2 looks at how psychology can
contribute to promoting more inclusive education in practice. Chapters cover:

● how psychologists can collaborate with teachers for inclusive solutions;
● Vygotsky’s theories of learning and their significance for inclusion;
● the challenge of developing pedagogies for inclusion;
● sociocultural understandings of learning in inclusive classrooms;
● the role of emotion in learning and inclusion;
● cooperative learning and inclusion;
● the challenges and tensions of inclusion and high standards for schools;
● the practice of dynamic assessment as an inclusive alternative to IQ;
● social justice and inclusive psychology.

Bringing together a highly distinguished list of international contributors from the UK,
USA and South Africa and including practising educational psychologists, this book will
link theory to practice in schools and classrooms. International in focus and at the very
cutting edge of the field, it is essential reading for all those interested in the development
of inclusive education.

Peter Hick is Senior Lecturer in Inclusive Education at Manchester Metropolitan
University, UK.
Ruth Kershner is Lecturer in Psychology of Education and Primary Education at the
University of Cambridge, UK.
Peter T. Farrell is the Sarah Fielden Professor of Special Needs and Educational Psychology
in the School of Education at the University of Manchester, UK and Past President of the
International School Psychology Association, UK. 
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The publication of this book could not be more timely. It comes at a time when
education systems around the world are struggling to find more effective ways of
reaching out to all children and young people in the community. In economically
poorer countries this is mainly about the estimated 72 million children who are
not in school. Meanwhile, in wealthier countries – despite the resources that are
available – many young people leave school with no worthwhile qualifications,
others are placed in various forms of special provision away from mainstream
educational experiences, and some simply choose to drop out since the lessons
seem irrelevant to their lives.

Faced with these challenges, there is evidence of an increased interest in the
idea of inclusive education. However, the field remains confused as to what
actions need to be taken in order to move policy and practice forward. In some
countries, inclusive education is still thought of as an approach to serving chil-
dren with disabilities within general education settings. Internationally, however,
it is increasingly seen more broadly as a reform that supports and welcomes diver-
sity amongst all learners. It presumes that the aim of inclusive education is to
eliminate social exclusion that is a consequence of attitudes and responses to
diversity in race, social class, ethnicity, religion, gender and ability. As such, it
starts from the belief that education is a basic human right and the foundation for
a more just society.

Fourteen years ago the UNESCO Salamanca World Conference on Special
Needs Education endorsed the idea of inclusive education. Arguably the most sig-
nificant international document that has ever appeared in the field of special
education, the Salamanca Statement argued that regular schools with an inclusive
orientation are ‘the most effective means of combating discriminatory attitudes,
building an inclusive society and achieving education for all’. Furthermore, it
suggested that such schools can ‘provide an effective education for the majority
of children and improve the efficiency and ultimately the cost-effectiveness of the
entire education system’.

It is worth noting that the Salamanca event followed soon after the ground-
breaking Jomtien Conference of 1990, which committed almost all the countries in
the world to achieve the goal of Education for All. This was particularly significant
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because it acknowledged that large numbers of vulnerable and marginalised
groups of learners were excluded from education systems worldwide. However,
despite the apparent unequivocal nature of the Jomtien declaration, the decision to
hold the Salamanca conference would seem to imply that the phrase ‘education for
all’ really meant ‘almost all’, accepting the historical assumption that a small per-
centage of children have to be seen as ‘outsiders’, whose education must be
catered for by a separate, parallel system, usually known as special education.

As we consider possible ways forward, then, it is important to recognise that
the field of inclusive education is riddled with uncertainties, disputes and contra-
dictions. Yet throughout the world attempts are being made to provide more
effective educational responses for all children, whatever their characteristics,
and, encouraged by the Salamanca Statement, the overall trend is towards making
these responses within the context of general educational provision. As a conse-
quence, this is leading to a reconsideration of the future roles and purposes of
practitioners throughout education systems, including those who work in special
education provision and services. And, of course, this has major implications for
the direction of national policies and the development of practice in the field.

Within this complex policy context, as the editors of this book note, those
seeking to promote more inclusive forms of education have often seen psychol-
ogy and psychologists as part of the problem, rather than as a source of helpful
guidance. It is, therefore, refreshing to see the way the authors of the chapters in
this book throw new light on how psychology can offer important resources to
support the development of more inclusive practices in education.

Mel Ainscow
Professor of Education

University of Manchester



Teachers and educationalists have traditionally looked to psychology as a source
of ideas and evidence about how best to support children’s learning, especially for
those who may experience difficulties in learning in school. However the ratio-
nale for inclusive education has tended to be sociological, philosophical, political
or educational – in fact anything but psychological. Those seeking to promote
more inclusive education have often seen psychology and psychologists as part of
the problem rather than the solution, referring to the roles of psychology in pro-
viding an IQ-based rationale for separating children into special schools (Thomas
and Loxley, 2001), or in ascribing difficulties in learning to individual child
deficit. Yet psychology can offer important resources to support the development
of more inclusive practices in education.

This book examines the possibilities for developing a psychology for inclusive
education, by drawing on a variety of relevant theoretical perspectives and practi-
cal strategies. This involves exploring some of the psychological aspects of what
is understood to be inclusive practice both in schools and in professional educa-
tional psychology services. It also means thinking about whether there are
resources in psychological theory for promoting inclusive education. The inten-
tion is to open up critical discussion about psychology and inclusive education
and help formulate an agenda for research and development in the field, in the
knowledge that we may be heading towards a diverse collection of relevant ‘psy-
chologies’ rather than a single psychological framework. To provide some
background to the chapters which follow, we first review current definitions of
inclusion and then consider how psychology may be seen as relevant, or even
essential, for developing more inclusive education.

What do we mean by inclusion?

For many the principle of ‘inclusion’ has become a cornerstone of the develop-
ment of policy and practice for the education of all pupils. This general movement
was strongly influenced by the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) which had
a major impact on shaping policy developments in many different countries. In
England this is evident in various government initiatives since the late 1990s,

Chapter 1
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including, for example, the statutory Inclusion Guidance (DfES, 2001a), the
Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (DfES, 2001b), and the ‘Removing
Barriers to Achievement’ strategy (DfES, 2004), each providing a further impetus
towards inclusion.

Despite these policy developments, inclusion remains a complex and controver-
sial issue, with continuing uncertainty about its definition and implications. There
remain pressures to maintain separate special schools, for example from some par-
ents who have immediate concerns about their own children’s educational
experiences and available school choices. It is hard to point to convincing research
evidence that can inform policy and practice in the face of often opposing assump-
tions and preferences. Furthermore, in the UK, schools are under more pressure
than ever to raise academic standards for all their pupils. In this climate some
teachers are expressing increasing reluctance to admit more pupils identified with
special needs, fearing that their presence may have a negative effect on the attain-
ments of other pupils. In addition, the recent emphasis on beacon and specialist
schools and the ‘threat’ of returning to forms of selection in some areas (e.g. in the
new Academies) suggests that there is a growing movement in education that val-
ues ‘elitism’ – hardly values that are compatible with an inclusive philosophy.

Until the early 1990s the term ‘inclusion’ was rarely used in this context.
Instead we referred to ‘integration’ or ‘mainstreaming’, meaning the placement of
pupils with disabilities or special needs in mainstream schools. There were of
course different degrees of integration, from full-time placement of a child with
disabilities in a mainstream class in his/her local school (functional integration),
to the placement of a pupil in a special class or unit attached to a mainstream
school (locational integration) – see Hegarty (1991). However there was often lit-
tle difference between locational integration and a traditional special school,
which can be seen as equally segregating experiences (Jupp, 1992). Indeed, even
pupils placed in a mainstream class may be isolated from their peers, particularly
if they work with a support worker in one-to-one sessions for the majority of each
day. ‘Integrated’ placements, therefore, still leave many pupils ‘segregated’
(Harrower, 1999).

Partly for these reasons, the term ‘inclusion’ came to describe the extent to
which a school or community welcomes pupils identified with special educa-
tional needs (SEN) as full members of the group and values them for the
contribution which they make. This implies that for inclusion to be ‘effective’, all
pupils must actively belong to, be welcomed by and participate in a mainstream
school and community. Their diversity of interests, abilities and attainment should
be welcomed and be seen to enrich the life of the school. In this sense, as Ballard
(1999) argues, inclusion is about valuing diversity rather than assimilation.

Arguably, this understanding of inclusion questions the familiar approaches to
identifying particular pupils with SEN, and in the late 1990s definitions of inclu-
sion have broadened to reflect this (see, for example, Booth and Ainscow, 1998).
These writers take the view that policies on inclusion should not be restricted to
the education of pupils thought to have special needs. Inclusion, they argue, is a



process in which schools, communities, local authorities and governments strive
to reduce barriers to participation and learning for all citizens.

This broader view of inclusion is reflected in guidance from the UK
Government for inspectors of schools in England and Wales (Ofsted, 2000),
which states:

An educationally inclusive school is one in which the teaching and learning,
achievements, attitudes and well being of every young person matters.
Effective schools are educationally inclusive schools. This shows, not only in
their performance, but also in their ethos and their willingness to offer new
opportunities to pupils who may have experienced previous difficulties …
The most effective schools do not take educational inclusion for granted.
They constantly monitor and evaluate the progress each pupil makes. They
identify any pupils who may be missing out, difficult to engage, or feeling in
some way apart from what the school seeks to provide.

In addressing what they refer to as ‘educational inclusion’, the document focuses
attention on a wide range of vulnerable groups and it draws attention to the need
for inspectors to go beyond an analysis of aggregate performance scores in order
to determine the extent a school is supporting the learning of all individuals
within a school.

One influential strand of research has developed this organisational paradigm
for understanding inclusive practice in terms of school development, in contrast
to an earlier special needs paradigm, focused on individuals with identified dis-
abilities or special needs. Perhaps the best known product of this approach is the
‘Index for Inclusion’ (Booth and Ainscow, 2002) which was circulated to all
schools in England by the DfES. This tool for school self-evaluation has stimu-
lated the development of a range of materials, including a distillation of a
definition of inclusive practice around the dimensions of ‘presence, participation
and achievement’. This approach has been adopted for example by the Audit
Commission (2003) and incorporated in a more recent definition of inclusion as:

● the processes of increasing the participation of students in, and reducing their
exclusion from, the curricula, cultures and communities of local schools;

● restructuring the cultures, policies and practices in schools so that they
respond to the diversity of students in their locality;

● the presence, participation and achievement of all students vulnerable to
exclusionary pressures, not only those with impairments or those who are
categorised as ‘having special educational needs’.

Ainscow et al. (2006: 25)

The contributors to this book explore a range of understandings of inclusion,
however the approach described above is offered as a point of reference. It is a
definition that embraces all learners, and despite the challenges it presents,
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offers a way forward for all involved in the education of children and young
people. So can psychology add anything useful?

Is psychology useful?

The fact that connections between psychology and inclusive education are in need
of clarification, may partly be seen as symptomatic of longstanding doubts about
the broad social and practical value of psychology itself. Cole and Valsiner (2005:
288–9) point out with reference to a 1926 essay by Vygotsky on ‘The Historical
Sense of Psychology’s Crisis’ that ‘… psychology is a discipline where the creation
of crises is a regular pastime’. They argue that the social usefulness of psychology,
as with other sciences, is hindered by clashes between different ways of knowing in
society and by the integration of scientific with current ideological discourses. This
can lead to the over-generalisation and over-simplification of discoveries and con-
cepts, and this process is notable today in the field of education. For many teachers
in England, relevant psychological knowledge now commonly comes through
school-based training on specific concepts and approaches, such as ‘multiple intel-
ligences’, ‘learning style’, ‘circle time’ and ‘phonics teaching’ – often received and
implemented in school without direct examination of any related research evidence.
In these contexts, the concepts themselves may gain a meaning, status and practical
use which seem independent of the original psychological argument and evidence
base. The educational ‘usefulness’ of psychology comes to be determined by the
success of ‘non-psychologists’ in applying snippets of psychological knowledge
and procedures that have somehow gained cultural value.

One solution to this apparent fragmentation could be to focus on devising
cross-disciplinary research approaches which are sufficiently complex for study-
ing human thinking and activity in social and cultural contexts, often with an
emancipatory aim. For instance Barker and Pistrang (2005) outline the character-
istics of pluralistic methodology in psychology from the perspective of
community psychologists. The use of multiple research methodologies is one of
several values and principles which underpin their work, including sensitivity to
people’s contexts, respect for diversity among people and settings, addressing
competencies (as well as problems), promoting empowerment, giving voice to
traditionally under-represented populations, and promoting social justice
(pp. 205–6). This explicitness about purposes and values is also evident in the
field of critical psychology which focuses on social change and social justice,
often drawing out the implications for policies on child care, welfare reform, edu-
cation, equal opportunities legislation, etc. (Walkerdine, 2002; Sloan, 2000).
Critical approaches in psychology apparently challenge what may have been seen
or claimed in the past as a neutral scientific activity. For example even a light
reading of the early development of intelligence testing reveals a strong (and
often eugenicist) aim for social and educational engineering. Questions about
psychology’s usefulness inevitably require cultural values to be made explicit – as
evident in relation to the development of inclusive education.
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It is not always clear in discussions of psychology and education whether ref-
erence is being made to psychological knowledge and ways of thinking or to
practising professional psychologists, and both positions are represented in this
book. Some psychologists have loosened their ties with psychology as a disci-
pline, while others have sought to retain this academic and psychological identity
in their daily work and their professional affiliations. Borders have become
blurred between the theory and practice of psychology and education, and it is not
always clear that the use of psychology in the education system requires the pres-
ence of psychologists. Yet there would seem to be a need for the critical evaluation
of psychological evidence without necessarily rejecting the less easily digestible
elements. As Cole and Valsiner (2005: 309) suggest from a sociocultural perspec-
tive, psychology can incorporate culture and everyday practice in a way that
allows psychological knowledge to be constantly re-constructed, and therefore
co-constructed, by people engaged in purposeful, culturally meaningful activity.

In the end, the development of inclusive education is a radical challenge to
schools and education systems. Olson (2003: 288) suggests that ‘schooling is a
bold and risky means of pursuing education’ and he argues that in developing a
psychology that can contribute to educational reform, the school institution itself
requires attention, together with the meanings and goals of all concerned:

schools are successful to the extent that they, through their teachers and pro-
grams, return these responsibilities to the learners by negotiating goals
acceptable to both and by allowing students to recruit the resources and
energy to achieve them. Understanding how persons and institutions negoti-
ate these responsibilities for learning may be the first step in explaining what
schools are, what they do, why they are virtually universal, and why they are
resistant to fundamental change. (pp. 288–9)

This may be a useful starting point for developing a psychology, or a set of psy-
chologies, that will have real value for inclusive education. The writers in this
book each make a distinctive contribution to an interesting and developing field.

Part 1: Understanding inclusive learning

The first part of the book focuses on key theoretical issues in understanding how
psychology can offer resources to support the development of more inclusive prac-
tices in education. In Chapter 2, Gary Thomas explores the epistemological basis
for a psychology for inclusive education, starting from a critical examination of
claims often made for psychology as producing ‘scientific’ knowledge. He
exposes some influential myths about the ‘scientific method’ and illustrates the
dangers of a simplistic application of this approach to education. Thomas traces
the discursive construction and socially situated nature of knowledge through the
history of special education. He suggests that by privileging psychological knowl-
edge we may have disempowered teachers in addressing the needs of their pupils.
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Thomas concludes by calling for psychologists to rely more on social values and for
a ‘reinstatement of the personal knowledge of teachers’ as reflective practitioners.

In Chapter 3, Harry Daniels introduces key aspects of Vygotsky’s theories in
relation to inclusion. He deals with linguistic and cultural barriers which some-
times hinder an understanding of Vygotsky’s arguments and their implications for
pedagogy today. When Vygotsky’s writing on concept formation is placed along-
side his view of ‘primary’ (organically influenced) and ‘secondary’ (socially
influenced) disability, a familiar educational dilemma emerges: how to intervene
in a way that addresses children’s particular strengths, while minimising sec-
ondary, social effects on children’s lives. Daniels concludes that this dilemma
remains unresolved in our current systems of either special or mainstream educa-
tion, including much that is called ‘inclusive’.

In Chapter 4, Lani Florian challenges the assumption that learners with identi-
fied special educational needs require a ‘specialist pedagogy’. She argues that,
while some ‘special education knowledge’ can be useful to teachers, research evi-
dence suggests the need to develop pedagogy inclusive of all learners, focusing
on general processes of learning and teaching rather than on the specialised reme-
diation of perceived learning deficits. She presents an English secondary school
case example of what this might comprise, drawing on teachers’ views of their
own practice. Florian concludes that one of the key features of inclusive pedagogy
is teachers’ adaptation to pupils’ individual differences in the context of whole-
class teaching, focusing on responsiveness to the kinds of difficulties some
children may experience in learning but rejecting deterministic, categorical
beliefs about fixed ability and potential.

In Chapter 5, Ruth Kershner writes from a social constructivist perspective to
discuss the contribution of sociocultural approaches to understanding inclusion.
She focuses on ‘children’s engagement in the social activities associated with
learning’, drawing attention to the ‘collective experience of classroom learning’.
Kershner reviews the sociocultural literature on learning as participation in
schools and classrooms as activity systems. She goes on to examine the notions of
‘situated cognition’, ‘distributed intelligence’, ‘dialogic teaching’ and ‘multi-
modal communication’, and comments critically on simplistic notions of fixed
individual learning styles. Kershner concludes that diverse learners themselves
become the embodiment of inclusive educational activity in practice.

In Chapter 6, Isobel Urquhart writes about the emotional dimension to inclu-
sion, employing a psychodynamic perspective to understand the emotional
repercussions of particular practices and dilemmas at the personal, interpersonal
and structural levels of education. She warns against the romanticisation of a nar-
row focus on emotion as an ‘antidote’ to exclusionary practices, particularly in the
form of self-contained initiatives and programmes. She concludes, in contrast,
that we need seriously to address the affective context and processes of education
at all levels, while bearing in mind that it is the day-to-day communication and the
quality of care for children in school that may most immediately represent a truly
inclusive educational system to children and parents.
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Part 2: Promoting inclusive learning

In Part 2, the contributors address the contributions of psychology to the develop-
ment of more inclusive practices in a range of contexts. These include both
teachers and schooling, and the profession of educational psychology itself.

In Chapter 7, JoAnne Putnam reviews a core concept for the development of
inclusive learning: cooperative group activities. Writing as a researcher on coop-
erative learning in the US tradition, she introduces the legislative context for
inclusive education in the USA. She describes the basic principles of cooperative
learning and shows how students with disabilities can be included in cooperative
learning activities. Putnam outlines the basis for cooperative learning in psycho-
logical theory and reviews the research evidence on the benefits of cooperative
learning for inclusion. She concludes by addressing the challenges of implement-
ing cooperative group activities and suggests that there is much to be gained by
further developing this approach.

In Chapter 8, Ingrid Lunt and Brahm Norwich write about the ‘challenges and
tensions’ involved in combining policies for increasing school ‘effectiveness’
with those aimed at greater ‘inclusiveness’. They refer to empirical studies of
schools which appear to combine inclusiveness with effectiveness, including their
own work. They conclude from their case studies that while certain common fea-
tures can be identified, any notion of recipes for school development is hindered
by multiple and conflicting value positions and by local contexts and priorities.
Lunt and Norwich conclude that focusing on the process of becoming more inclu-
sive, not just on the outcomes, requires interdisciplinary research encompassing
contributions from psychology.

In Chapter 9, Petra Engelbrecht discusses inclusion in a context of social
change, offering the example of South Africa where the implementation of inclu-
sive education remains a challenge in most schools. Since 1994, the constitutional
principle of ‘substantive equality’ emphasises the restoration of human rights to
all marginalised groups. Engelbrecht points out that in this situation, the develop-
ment of psychology in South Africa has had to cast aside the myth of scientific
and political neutrality. The profession of educational psychology has moved
towards an ecosystemic model, promoting the values of sustainability and part-
nership in an inclusive democratic society. However, Engelbrecht notes that the
potential to cross divides in community settings, depends on the courage to move
away from safe professional boundaries and deal with the ambivalence of
acknowledging the continuing legacy of apartheid.

In Chapter 10, Peter T. Farrell and Keith Venables examine the contradictory
demands faced by educational psychologists (EPs) aiming to develop more
inclusive practices, whilst playing a central role in the formal assessment of
pupils’ special educational needs that supports a segregated system of educa-
tional provision. They note that whilst EPs may often be reluctant to change
their practice – in spite of a wealth of literature criticising IQ testing and the
medical model of SEN – there are many examples of EPs working to promote
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inclusive practices in schools and local authorities. Farrell and Venables con-
clude, however, that recent English initiatives in the training of educational
psychologists, in integrated children’s services and government policy may hin-
der this apparent progress in working towards inclusion – unless the EP role can
be redefined to incorporate this agenda.

In Chapter 11, Phil Stringer focuses on the strategy of dynamic assessment as
a means of responding to the ‘individual children with individual differences’
who may need support to participate, learn and develop in any learning commu-
nity. Stringer presents dynamic assessment as an interactive process of
assessment and intervention, that involves asking a series of questions about how
learners learn. Feuerstein’s notion of mediated learning experience is seen as cen-
tral to understanding differences in learning in this way, assuming that learning
and intelligence are modifiable through experience rather than predictable and
fixed. Stringer notes the different traditions in dynamic assessment, focusing
either on the psychometric properties of interactive testing, or on learning
processes. As a practising educational psychologist concerned with including
children in learning, Stringer advocates more use of dynamic assessment as an
empowering process for all involved.

In Chapter 12 Ian McNab writes about how psychologists and teachers can
work together to support the development of more inclusive practices, through an
approach he describes as ‘collaborative consultation’. McNab characterises the
nature of the collaborative relationship as one of ‘respectful not-knowing’, sub-
verting the ‘expert’ role typically assigned to the psychologist. He posits
collaborative consultation as a transformational process, engaging parents and
pupils as active partners. Rather than donating or imposing solutions, the psy-
chologist offers alternative constructions which teachers, parents and pupils may
choose to adopt in reframing issues to arrive at more inclusive ways forward.

Part 3: Challenges and possibilities

The concluding section reflects on possible research agendas for the develop-
ment of inclusive education and on how the contributions of psychology can be
located in relation to these. In Chapter 13, Alan Dyson and Andrew Howes con-
sider interdisciplinary research on inclusive education, starting with an account
of competing perspectives or paradigms for understanding inclusion. Drawing
on accounts of their own research, they explore the limitations of working within
one perspective alone. Dyson and Howes describe the processes of ‘deconstruc-
tion and reconstruction’ in theorising inclusive education and identify a
‘bio-psycho-social’ model as an example of an interdisciplinary approach. They
point to an enduring ‘dilemma of difference’ created by competing demands on
educational systems, which cannot necessarily be resolved in the field of inclu-
sive education. Dyson and Howes conclude by calling for a more systematic
process of critique; a more programmatic approach to researching inclusion; and
for ‘bridge building’ research that crosses boundaries between perspectives.

8 Peter Hick, Ruth Kershner and Peter T. Farrell



They offer a critique of a research project they were both involved with, as an
example of how a productive interdisciplinary dialogue could be developed.

In the final chapter, Peter Hick draws together the themes of the book, and
explores how psychology for inclusive learning can be reframed within a social
justice agenda. There is a sense in which theory lags behind practice in relation to
psychology and inclusive education, and there is a need to examine approaches
that pose alternatives to traditional paradigms and pedagogies. Hick reviews ele-
ments of Vygotsky’s writings to highlight theoretical resources that may be
relevant to understanding inclusive learning today. He suggests that the practice
of inclusive education must be framed in its broader social context and that the
contributions that psychology can offer to the development of more inclusive
practices in education need to be located within an interdisciplinary frame.
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Part 1

Understanding inclusive
learning





How can we know about inclusion? How can we know that it is the right thing to
do or that we can rely on any of the evidence that we think we have as to its bene-
fits? More particularly, how can the kind of knowledge that we collect and
analyse as psychologists inform our endeavours to promote inclusive education?

It is the last of these questions with which I have wrestled most in writing this
chapter. The first questions raise some interesting issues, but these are general:
they concern everyone interested in education, not just psychologists. The reason
that I have wrestled with the question about psychology is that I feel that much of
psychology’s influence on education has been destructive – not constructive –
when it comes to practical, workaday contribution. I am not alone in this view.
Take what some highly respected psychologists have had to say about psychology
as a field. The American experimental psychologist J.J. Gibson (1967: 142) con-
cluded, after a lifetime’s work in the field, about the gains made by psychologists
that ‘… these gains seem to me puny, and scientific psychology seems to me ill-
founded’. Rom Harré (1985: 14) goes even further in saying that it is a ‘tragedy’
that so many able people waste their time on the methods and products of a field
which is ‘disappointing in content and quality’. Will Swann (1985: 35) concluded
that ‘much knowledge derived from scientific psychology is not applicable in any
straightforward sense. Psychology and education are enterprises guided by radi-
cally different ground rules. Much confusion has been wrought, much of it
unrecognised, by the failure to understand this’.

It seems to me that much of the problem about which these commentators speak
here is psychology’s allegiance to what it takes to be science. Psychology, an infant
discipline as the nineteenth century turned into the twentieth, was unsure of its epis-
temological status and attached itself to what it considered to be the rock-solid
epistemology of the natural sciences. The successes of science meant that its meth-
ods were looked upon increasingly favourably by the intelligent layperson. The
influential philosopher-sociologist Herbert Spencer was able to promote the notion,
in a reification of science’s methods that has come to be known as ‘scientism’, that
the only reliable knowledge of the universe was that found in the sciences.

And this has continued. For the best part of the twentieth century, there has
been the optimistic assumption that the path of progress in scientific knowledge
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would be a smooth one – that progress would follow naturally out of scientific
advance, and science would broaden its virtuous ambit to advance and enrich
study in fields other than the natural sciences. It was assumed that the methods of
investigation that had been so successful for physics and chemistry would be
appropriately employed not just in those sciences but also in social inquiry.

There are two problems with this worldview. One, appreciated only relatively
recently, is that scientific methods may be useful for looking at the behaviour of
physical and chemical phenomena, but are less productive when examining human
behaviour. Scientific methods may be valuable in answering some questions (and
their success with certain kinds of question is palpable), but whether it is valuable
for all questions – and in our case, educational questions – is far less certain. I share
Berlin’s (1979) view that the sciences represent the major achievement of the
human mind. But the problem arises, as he proceeds to note, from the assumption
that ‘the world is a single system which can be described and explained by the use
of rational methods’ (p. 81). The problem comes from the twentieth century
assumption – held par excellence by psychologists at the beginning of the century –
that scientific method, ‘while it may not lead to absolute certainty, attains to a
degree of verisimilitude or probability quite sufficient for human affairs’ (p. 88).

The second central problem is that the methods of science are difficult to put
one’s finger on, with many mistaken ideas about what ‘scientific method’ actually
comprises. This uncertainty grew during the later part of the twentieth century.
Let us look at what a few prominent scientists and philosophers of science have
said about it.

The essence of scientific method is in seeking ‘in whatever manner is suitable,
a simplified and lucid image of the world … There is no logical path, but only
intuition’.

Einstein, in Holton (1995: 168)

There is no scientific method as such, but the vital feature of the scientist’s
procedure has been merely to do his utmost with his mind, no holds barred
[original emphasis].

Percy Bridgman (Nobel Prize-winning physicist),
in Wright Mills (1970: 69)

Most [discoveries] enter the mind by processes of the kind vaguely called
‘intuitive’ … this is seldom apparent from scientific writings because scien-
tists take pains to ensure that it should not be.

(Medawar, 1982: 88)

Science is not a method. Doing science is not a matter of ‘applying’ or ‘using’
a method, but of using the proper methods to answer particular questions
about particular phenomena.

(Egan, 1984: 132)
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The only principle that does not inhibit progress is anything goes.
Feyerabend (1993: 14)

What is clear from these statements is that science is not characterised by the
kinds of processes imagined by psychologists of a certain generation to charac-
terise science. Indeed, one could say that psychology always seems to be a bit
behind the times when it comes to assumptions about guiding principles on
methodology and epistemology. Koch’s (1964) summary about psychology and
epistemology is as true today as when it was written. It is speaking of the way that
psychology rooted itself in what it presumed to be limited kinds of ‘legitimate’
data, namely the kinds prescribed by the logical positivists:

In every period of our history we psychologists have looked to external sources
in the scholarly culture – especially natural science and the philosophy of sci-
ence – for our sense of direction. And typically we have embraced policies long
out of date in those very sources … Psychology is thus in the unenviable posi-
tion of standing on philosophical foundations which began to be vacated by
philosophy almost as soon as the former had borrowed them. (pp. 4–5)

Koch was talking in particular about the destructive influence of logical posi-
tivism, a branch of philosophy popular in the early twentieth century which
influenced a generation of psychologists – and, in fact, still has its influence on
the way that some think about epistemology and method. Logical positivists
asserted that the only data worth looking at were ‘observable’. To examine
thought, thinking or any of the woolly, unseeable phenomena psychologists had
hitherto examined would result in psychology producing no findings of any inter-
est, as it perpetually concerned itself with issues that could not be verified by the
kind of data that natural scientists used.

This epistemological stance had huge consequences for the field of psychol-
ogy. For example, the behaviourists who promulgated behavioural objectives
insisted on the observability of the behaviour which was being promoted. This
insistence owes a lineage directly to logical positivism via Skinner’s behav-
iourism. It led, in the study of learning, to an insistence that a child be seen to do
something, rather than merely be noted vaguely to enjoy it, and the pedigree of
this absurdity is traceable with no difficulty at all to the logical positivists’ insis-
tence on the verification of meaningfulness through observation. Carnap (leader
of the logical positivists’ Vienna Circle) would no doubt have turned in his grave
at the knowledge that the philosophical school which he helped to form had, fifty
years later, provided the intellectual lead for a system of teaching which involved
breaking down learning into dozens of ‘behavioural objectives’. The conse-
quences are now plain for all to see: a host of teaching innovations and behaviour
modification procedures that resulted in a kind of curricular desertification as
educational principles evaporated in the heat of the confidence conferred by what
was assumed to be rock-solid scientific epistemology.
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It is worth noting that confidence in what was assumed to be scientific episte-
mology had other consequences for educational psychology. It is perhaps no
coincidence that one of the most notorious scientific frauds of the twentieth cen-
tury was perpetrated by an educational psychologist in the shape of Sir Cyril
Burt. So keen was Burt to appear scientific that he was prepared to fabricate
results (and personnel) to prove to the world that his ideas were right. The inter-
esting intellectual genealogy of his fraud is that his belief (in the shape of the
primarily genetic determination of intelligence) itself lay in the distortion by
social scientists of actual scientific knowledge and theory. Social Darwinists had
– without evidence – twisted Darwinian theory to promote eugenics and heredi-
tarian views about the inheritance of ability and Burt’s allegiance to this notion
lay in the fact that it was – or appeared to be – scientific. Insult had been added
to injury: false belief in the easy transferability of epistemology and method
from one paradigm to another led to attempts to use those methods again, as
though this was an unproblematic operation. The fact that it could not be done so
simply led to the fraud which Burt is now known to have perpetrated (see Kamin,
1977; Hearnshaw, 1979). For educational psychology, and for the social sciences
generally, the consequence of this attempt to borrow epistemology inappropri-
ately has been a loss of confidence in the status and credibility of the fields’
methods and findings.

Epistemology post-scientism

Inquiry in educational psychology has tended to follow the methods of science, or at
least what has been taken to be those methods (see Chambers, 1992, for a fuller cri-
tique than that given above). At the heart of these methods has been experimental
study used to advance theory. It was assumed that theory would, refined and
improved, go on to explain and predict more effectively, that theory would stimulate
research, and theory and research hand in hand would inform practice. The model is
deeply flawed for education generally, as I have tried to indicate elsewhere (see
Thomas, 1997), and in special education it has had particularly unfortunate effects
(Thomas and Loxley, 2001). Academic special educators during the twentieth cen-
tury regarded the theoretical products of psychology – Piagetian, psychoanalytic,
psychometric and behavioural theoretical models – almost as a kind of pick’n’mix.
The result has been, in educational psychology, an epistemic jumble, an agglomera-
tion of bits and pieces from many and varied theoretical provenances, often
contradictory in their tenets and widely different in their recommendations.

It is only of late that there has been recognition of the limits of supposedly sci-
entific inquiry in determining the ways in which we should examine education. It
has come to be recognised that in education foci for analysis do not usually lend
themselves to the analytical instruments borrowed from the major disciplines. A
position increasingly taken of late is that far too much has been made of the
potential contribution of these schools of thought and that they have exercised a
disproportionate influence on special education, on our understanding of why

16 Gary Thomas



children fail at school, and on our prescriptions for action when they do. Too
much has been invested in their significance. Their status as frameworks within
which thinking can be usefully constructed has been overplayed and the extent to
which practice can usefully follow from research generated within their parame-
ters has been exaggerated.

The problem comes in claiming some special status for one’s work because it
has the label ‘scientific’. For verification of the (albeit healthily self-questioning)
hankering after ‘scientific knowledge’, note that the 2005 annual meeting of the
Division of Educational and Child Psychology focused on the educational psy-
chologist as ‘scientist-practitioner’ (see Belar, 2000, for a discussion). At least
one keynote speaker at the meeting called for the ‘… development of systematic
and rigorous approaches to practice which complement and are congruent with
the scientific tradition’ (see BPS, 2006). As the sociologist Leonard Schatzman
(1991) notes, we are constantly using ‘common interpretive acts’ (p. 304) and
using these to help us order and comprehend the world. We all see links, discover
patterns, make generalisations, create explanatory propositions all the time,
emerging out of our experience, and this is all in a sense scientific. The question
is: what can a specially labelled ‘scientific’ approach offer in a field of human
practice such as education or psychology?

The weapons of a scientific psychology, in other words, have to offer more
than natural everyday analytic skill, yet one cannot be confident that they will
ever do this. We have to avoid proffering what the anthropologist Clifford Geertz
(1975) called ‘clever simulations’ (p. 11) – clever simulations, in other words, of
what appears in the common imagination to be a ‘scientific approach’ – in our
work with teachers.

It’s not unscientific to develop and use one’s own insights and intuitions as a
teacher or educational psychologist. One could in this sense paraphrase Schatzman
and talk of a ‘common epistemology’. For we all find pieces of evidence, make
links between them, discover patterns, make generalisations, create explanatory
propositions all the time, emerging out of our experience, and this is all ‘empiri-
cal’. All practitioners do this: engineers, medics, teachers and educational
psychologists. The question is, how far should other kinds of supposed evidence be
privileged over this everyday knowledge? I don’t think they should – certainly in
education – be so privileged. They should be examined and assessed next to the
tacit knowledge that we have as part of our professional experience. In this sense
we should be what the anthropologist Lévi-Strauss called ‘bricoleurs’ – in other
words not fussy about method but using evidence from wherever it might emerge,
from here, there and everywhere, assessing its value as part of an emerging tapes-
try of evidence. We should, in Einstein’s words be ‘unscrupulous opportunists’ in
our scientific method.

All professionals will seek knowledge, collect evidence deliberately and tac-
itly in ways described by Donald Schön in his book The Reflective Practitioner
– and he emphasises the interconnectedness of professional knowledge and the
importance of the ability to reflect on experience. The evidence will be
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reviewed, talked about with colleagues, new things will be tried out as a conse-
quence and informally evaluated.

Epistemology post-Foucault

In the last quarter of a century the philosopher-historian Michel Foucault has had
a significant influence on way that epistemology was considered in the social sci-
ences. In two of his works, The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972) and The Order
of Things (1970), he makes it clear that knowledge is never constituted in objec-
tive terms but rather is defined in a particular place and in a particular era by sets
of habits, rules and expectations about what can and cannot be said. The ways we
think, and the things we know are, for Foucault, products of our cultural, institu-
tional, professional and personal histories and the intellectual environments that
those histories have framed. Foucault uses the words episteme and archive to
describe these intellectual environments. McNay (1994: 66) puts it thus: ‘Like the
episteme, the archive is defined as the general condition of possibility – the sys-
tem of discursive regularities – which determines what can and cannot be spoken
in a given historical era’.

The key words here are not only ‘episteme’ and ‘archive’, but perhaps more
importantly ‘discursive regularities’. For Foucault, much of what defines ways of
knowing lies in discourse – patterns of contact and communication – and the dis-
cursive is central for Foucault’s analysis of knowledge. Discourse, in other words,
defines what counts as knowledge, and epistemology – the study of what we
know and how we know it – centres in the human sciences around cultural, insti-
tutional and personal communications, all of these being constructed in an
historical context. The foregrounding of discourse thus suggests that knowledge
is located socially and historically.

Foucault’s analyses help one to understand that social structures – in our case
special schools, special assessments and special pedagogy – far from being God-
given are made by people acting intentionally. The interesting insight which
Foucault provides is that the intellectual apparatus which has emerged ostensibly
to add objectivity, humanity and disinterested ‘science’ to an analysis of social
structures in fact does nothing of the kind. In the highly complex world of human
beings and human relations, this intellectual apparatus does little other than pro-
vide in new words and garb what we already recognise and know. The real
knowledge, in other words, lies in the discourses permitted by the cultures that we
live in, albeit that these are given added legitimacy by being reframed in the con-
text of educational psychology in the language of science and in the ‘officialese’
of professionals. Philp (1990: 67) puts it thus: ‘The normal child, the healthy
body, the stable mind … such concepts haunt our ideas about ourselves, and are
reproduced and legitimated through the practices of teachers, social workers, doc-
tors, judges, policemen and administrators’. This is all relevant for our
examination of educational psychology and its knowledge, for this knowledge
displays particular characteristics that have changed according to the predominant
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discourses of the time (see also Reid and Valle, 2004; Thomas and Loxley, 2005).
It is important to remember that special education is a product of social and polit-
ical frameworks – the ways people think at a particular time frame their views
about what is good for children and how education should be made to happen. It
is a product of Foucault’s ‘archive’.

So, in examining the knowledge of special education it is worth looking briefly
at the history of the subject and at the intellectual currents that appear to have
shaped its development since its institutional beginnings. It is worth looking at the
discourses that have moulded the field as it exists today.

A case in point

Following Foucault, Giddens suggests that phenomena as we ‘discover’ them are
shaped by our methods of discovery. Let us give an example in special education:
in the UK the Warnock Committee (DES, 1978) – an influential governmental
committee examining ‘special educational needs’ in the late 1970s – used suppos-
edly highly reliable and objective forms of information to arrive at its conclusions
and recommendations. Empirical and epidemiological information was painstak-
ingly drawn on by the committee to show that one in five children had ‘special
educational needs’ at school. It was almost as though the committee members
assumed that the empirical instruments that they had drawn upon provided a
magic machine through which messy reality could be poured, with neatly pack-
aged findings emerging for the perusal of interested policy-makers and educators.

But what was really happening was that these analytic methods and the dis-
courses surrounding them were actively generating a ‘reality’ – which then had to
be lived up to by practitioners. An instance of this phenomenon of ‘reality gener-
ation’ can be seen in the way that reading difficulty was taken to exist in schools
following Warnock’s report. The Warnock Committee had decreed after its delib-
erations (having examined all the relevant empirical literature) that one in five
children had special educational needs. It therefore came as no surprise that fol-
lowing these recommendations, teachers, rather too consistently, seemed to
‘discover’ that one in five children in their classes had special educational needs
(in this case, special needs concerning reading difficulty). Thomas and Davis
(1997) showed that this happened even when the schools were situated in affluent
suburbs. In other words, teachers in different schools would construct their chil-
dren with reading difficulty depending on their local experience: the children
with whom they worked were viewed through and talked about from the point of
view of a particular discourse. It was the discourse that constructed the ‘difficul-
ty’ – the defined difficulty did not rest in some objective reality.

To suggest that this was happening is not to suggest that some children do not
have difficulty with reading. Rather, it is to say that one’s views about the prove-
nance of those difficulties and the best ways of tackling them are based in
discourses, and that these discourses are rooted in notions of normality and abnor-
mality, of success and failure, of the functional and the dysfunctional. The reality is
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constructed around and within these discourses; it does not exist in some inert
empirical universe. The construction of a reality in this way means that practitioners
will seek ways of conforming to it and confirming it. In this sense, the absorption of
‘theoretical insights’ into the day-to-day practices of schools are revealed in the cat-
egories that are used to ‘mark out’ pupils as being similar or different.

Can there be an epistemology for inclusion?

None of this is to say that the power of discourses can be diminished or legislated
for. It is rather to say that educational psychologists have become entangled in
inappropriate kinds of discourse and discursive formation. The ones that have been
so appealing have led in the wrong direction. For example, the legacy of positivis-
tic science when transplanted to a focus on human beings was that we should deny
what we know, as people, and put faith in a certain kind of putatively disinterested
knowledge. B.F. Skinner (1972: 160) exemplified this denial and showed his con-
tempt for our own knowledge of others when he said: ‘What, after all, have we to
show for nonscientific or prescientific good judgment, or common sense, or the
insights gained through personal experience? It is science or nothing’. Fifty years
of behavioural ‘science’ enable that question to be turned on its head: What has the
supposedly scientific approach to human behaviour given us that we didn’t already
know? What has it caused us to disregard and to suppress?

Indeed, it is worse than this, for this discourse and our faith in it hasn’t merely
suppressed: it has distorted what educators know and has, in the process, rele-
gated our own personal knowledge. Take, for example, the notions of deficit and
deprivation, which were (and sometimes still are) at the forefront of educational
psychologists’ analyses of school failure, presenting us with what Labov (1973:
154) – in discussing the educational problems of children in ghetto schools –
called ‘the illusion of verbal deprivation’. The analytic frames constructed by
educational psychologists, in their fascination with deficit and disease, have dis-
tracted thought from more straightforward ways of explaining difference. As
Labov continues, ‘In the writings of many prominent educational psychologists,
we find very poor understanding of the nature of language’ (ibid.) – very poor
understanding of ‘the logic of nonstandard English’ (ibid.).

Especially rooted in the analytical systems of psychology and educational psy-
chology, the methods and predilections of special education provide an exemplary
case of how certain discourses can be misleading. Especially worrying is how
these frameworks can seem to make us lose confidence in ourselves as teachers,
and indeed, as people. The Canadian educator Frank Smith’s (1992) powerful nar-
rative of his work teaching at a South African university documents the resilience
of belief among his teaching colleagues there in the canons of teaching and
research method, and the way in which this belief had subverted their own self-
confidence as teachers, and as people.

Reid and Valle (2004) make the point that these basic forms of knowledge –
personal, tacit knowledge – that teachers possess must be reinstated over those
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that owe their lineage to scientistic thinking of one kind or another. They say that
teachers need to approach their work as scholar practitioners and that they need to
again pick up the tools of critical inquiry – ‘observation, conferencing, and inter-
viewing; generating anecdotal records; taking and analyzing field notes;
constructing sociograms, analyzing student work and portfolios’. This reinstate-
ment of the personal knowledge of teachers is vital for the development of
inclusive education.

Practitioners can use their reflective ability, though, only if they feel confident
in the knowledge that using it does not restrict their understanding – only if they
feel that they are not missing out on some important empirical knowledge or
missing some key theoretical insight. And it is most unlikely that anyone will have
missed out on such knowledge or insight, for the models, theories and intellectual
castles created in the discourses of special pedagogy have helped little in improv-
ing learning – helped little in understanding why children fail at school. This is
unfortunate enough in itself, but the even more unfortunate corollary is that the
existence of this kind of supposedly privileged knowledge has persuaded teachers
in ordinary schools across the globe that they may not be sufficiently knowledge-
able or sufficiently expert to help children who are experiencing difficulty: that
they do not have sufficient technical expertise or theoretical knowledge to teach
all children.

If Reid and Valle are right, the knowledge available to us as educational psy-
chologists is literally staring us in the face as we work. Guided by our principles
and values we gather and develop personal knowledge both as professionals and
laypeople. This kind of personal, tacit, everyday knowledge should not be ritually
slaughtered on an altar of ‘scientific rigour’.

Remember what two prominent philosophers of science have said about scien-
tific knowledge. Ziman (1991) has said merely that it is ‘reliable knowledge’,
while Canguilhem (1994: 41) has said that it is the ‘elimination of the false by the
true’. Such comments give credence to what Joynson (1974: 2) has said about the
kinds of knowledge psychologists can use. They can use their own knowledge, as
people, of human nature and ability, and they can trust what others say. As he puts
it: ‘Human nature is not an unknown country, a terra incognita on the map of
knowledge. It is our home ground. Human beings are not, like the objects of nat-
ural science, things which do not understand themselves’. We can use our
understanding of these facets of being human, though, only if we feel confident in
the knowledge that using them does not restrict our understanding – only if we
feel that we are not missing out on some important empirical knowledge or miss-
ing some key theoretical insight.

For an inclusive education system there should be more reliance by educational
psychologists on ideals of equity, social justice and opportunity for all. In pursuing
these ideals educational psychologists should accept rather than deny the insights
which emerge by virtue of being human – insights which emerge from our own
knowledge of learning; our own knowledge of failure, success, acceptance or
rejection. There is nothing to be lost in so doing, for the evidence is that there are
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no magic fixes or startling insights to emerge from the traditional knowledge-base
of special education or educational psychology (see Thomas and Loxley, 2001).
Indeed, there is a great deal to be regained through recourse to our common
humanity. Joynson (1974) begins his book Psychology and Common Sense with a
précis of a G.K. Chesterton story that makes an appropriate end to this chapter:

… a man dreams of emulating the great explorers. One day he sets sail from
the West Country and heads out into the Atlantic, confident that he is des-
tined to discover an unknown land. For many weeks he wanders across the
ocean, buffeted by storms and uncertain of his position. At last, a coastline
comes in view and, as he approaches, he sees the towers and domes and
minarets of a strange civilisation. Greatly excited, he makes his way ashore.
To his astonishment, the natives speak English. He has landed at Brighton.

(Joynson, 1974: 1)

References

Belar, C.D. (2000) Scientist-practitioner not equal to science + practice. Boulder is bolder.
American Psychologist, 55(2), 249–50.

Berlin, I. (1979) The divorce between the sciences and the humanities, in I. Berlin, Against
the Current. London: Hogarth Press.

BPS (2006) Division of Education and Child Psychology Annual Conference, 2006.
Available online at: http://www.bps.org.uk/conferences-&-events/event-listing/events$/
2006/january/decp-06/decp-06_home.cfm

Canguilhem, G. (1994) The various models, in F. Delaporte (ed.) A Vital Rationalist:
Selected Writings from Georges Canguilhem. New York: Zone Books.

Chambers, J.H. (1992) Empiricist Research on Teaching: A Philosophical and Practical
Critique of its Scientific Pretensions. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers.

DES (1978) Special Educa tional Needs. Report of the Committee of Enquiry into the
Education of Handicapped Children and Young People, Cmnd 7212. London: HMSO.

Egan, K. (1984) Education and Psychology. London: Methuen.
Feyerabend, P. (1993) Against Method, 3rd edn. London: Verso/New Left Books.
Foucault, M. (1970) The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences. London:

Tavistock.
Foucault, M. (1972) The Archaeology of Knowledge. London: Tavistock Publications.
Geertz, C. (1975) The Interpretation of Cultures. London: Hutchinson.
Gibson, J.J. (1967) in E.G. Boring and G. Lindzey (eds) A History of Psychology in

Autobiography, Vol. 5. New York: Appleton Century Crofts.
Harré, R. (1985) Foreword in G. Claxton, W. Swann, P. Salmon, V. Walkerdine, B. Jacobsen

and J. White, Psychology and Schooling: What’s the Matter? London: Bedford Way
Papers.

Hearnshaw, L.S. (1979) Cyril Burt: Psychologist. London: Hodder and Stoughton.
Holton, G. (1995). The controversy over the end of science. Scientific American, 273(4),

168.
Joynson, R.B. (1974) Psychology and Common Sense. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

22 Gary Thomas



Kamin, L.J. (1977) Burt’s IQ data. Science, 195, 246–8.
Koch, S. (1964) Psychology and emerging conceptions of knowledge as unitary, in T.W.

Wann (ed.) Behaviourism and Phenomenology. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Labov, W. (1973) The logic of nonstandard English, in F. Williams (ed.) Language and

Poverty. Chicago: Rand McNally.
McNay, L. (1994) Foucault: A Critical Introduction. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Medawar, P. (1982) Pluto’s Republic. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Philp, M. (1990) Michel Foucault, in Q. Skinner (ed.) The Return of Grand Theory in the

Human Sciences. Cambridge: Canto.
Reid, D.K. and Valle, J.W. (2004) The discursive practice of learning disability:

implications for instruction and parent–school relations. Journal of Learning
Disabilities, 37(6), 466–481.

Schatzman, L. (1991) Dimensional analysis: notes on an alternative approach to the
grounding of theory in qualitative research, in D.R. Maines (ed.) Social organisation
and Social Process: Essays in Honor of Anselm Strauss (pp. 303–314). New York:
Aldine.

Schön, D.A. (1991) The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action.
Aldershot: Avebury.

Skinner, B.F. (1972) Beyond Freedom and Dignity. London: Jonathan Cape.
Smith, F. (1992) To Think: In Language Learning and Education. London: Routledge.
Swann, W. (1985) Psychological science and the practice of special education, in G.

Claxton, W. Swann, P. Salmon, V. Walkerdine, B. Jacobsen and J. White, Psychology
and Schooling: What’s the Matter? London: Bedford Way Papers.

Thomas, G. (1997) What’s the use of theory? Harvard Educational Review, 67(1), 75–105.
Thomas, G. and Davis, P. (1997) Special needs: objective reality or personal construction?

Judging reading difficulty after the Code. Educational Research, 39(3), 263–270.
Thomas, G. and Loxley, A. (2001) Deconstructing Special Education and Constructing

Inclusion. Buckingham: Open University Press.
Thomas, G. and Loxley, A. (2005) Discourses on bad children and bad schools. Journal of

Learning Disabilities, 38(2), 175–182.
Wright Mills, C. (1970) The Sociological Imagination. London: Pelican.
Ziman, J. (1991) Reliable Knowledge. Cambridge: Canto.

An epistemology for inclusion  23



In this chapter I will discuss the implications for inclusion of the theoretical
framework which has been developed on the basis of the work of the Russian
social theorist L.S. Vygotsky. In so doing I will draw on terminology which may
seem, at best, to be inappropriate in contemporary debates. I will attempt to draw
on the original meanings of these now ‘strange’ culturally and historically located
terms to try and bring a relatively unfamiliar perspective to bear on current
debates. This chapter falls into three sections. First, I will discuss some of the dif-
ficulties of ‘reading’ work which was written more than seventy years ago in a
radically different culture from that which obtains today in almost any national
context. Second, I will outline aspects of his general social theory which are rele-
vant to his writings on disability, educational difficulty and pedagogy. Last, I will
identify the core issues and implications that such writing has for debates con-
cerning inclusion.

Reading Vygotsky

Vygotsky was charged with developing a state system for the education of ‘peda-
gogically neglected’ children in post-revolutionary Russia (Yaroshevsky, 1989,
p. 96). This group included the homeless, of which there were a very large num-
ber, and those with certain categories of special need. The recently published
Volume 2 of the Collected Works, The Fundamentals of Defectology (Vygotsky,
1993) is one of the relatively few sources of Vygotsky’s writing on disability and
special needs available in English. Many Western attempts to interpret Vygotsky
have been marked more by enthusiasm for Western pedagogical preoccupations
than for the concern to understand the range and depth of his arguments.

Wertsch in the foreword to Asmolov (1998) notes the difficulty that exists in
translating Russian terms. By way of illustration he discusses the transformation
through translation of the Russian word lichnost into English. The standard trans-
lation is from lichnost to personality. Wertsch’s concern is with the received set of
understandings associated with the term personality in western psychology.
Valsiner (1988) suggests that personality is often thought of as a phenomenon that
‘belongs inherently to the person and is not causally related to the social context’.

Chapter 3

Vygotsky and inclusion
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His own sociocultural position on the meaning of personality is that it should be
viewed as something which is created socially. Thus reading/understanding the
legacy of the early Russian psychologists is in itself both a problem for and of cul-
tural psychology. In his discussion of Asmolov’s handling of lichnost, Wertsch uses
the following quote from Bakhtin (1981) to try and construct a sociocultural theo-
retical base for the problems of translation in a very general way:

The word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes ‘one’s own’ only
when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when
he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic and expressive
intention. Prior to this moment of appropriation, the word does not exist in a
neutral and impersonal language, but rather it exists in other people’s mouths,
in other people’s context, serving other people’s intentions; it’s from there
that anyone must take the word and make it one’s own.

(Bakhtin, 1981, pp. 293–294)

Wertsch encourages the reader of Asmolov’s work on lichnost to treat its transla-
tion as personality as strange by mentally ascribing quotation marks to the text
thus – ‘personality’. In order to benefit from Asmolov’s writing, Wertsch suggests
that the reader must acknowledge the problematic nature of the translation.

Bearing these factors in mind, Wells (1999) argues that we should certainly
read Vygotsky’s texts and try to understand what he had to say; but, in appropriat-
ing his ideas and putting them to use, we should also be willing to transform those
ideas so that they can be of greatest use to us in meeting the demands of our own
situations (p. 334). When we come to ‘read’ Vygotsky we are faced with a com-
plex task. Wertsch suggests that we should try and remember the complexity or
strangeness of the task and gradually work our way in to an understanding which
as Wells reminds us is appropriate in our own circumstances. This is true of the
term defectologia. The Russian word is probably best translated as ‘study of
defect’. The term defectology understandably carries many negative connotations
to English ears, although its use persist in some sectors of post-Soviet states. In
this chapter I will attempt to lever meanings which are relevant to current con-
cerns about inclusion from Vygotsky’s writing on defectology. In order to do this
I will discuss aspects of Vygotsky’s general theory of social formation of mind
and make specific reference to what Gindis (2003) has called his special theory of
‘disontogenesis’ or ‘distorted development’.

Vygotsky’s general theory of the social formation
of mind

Vygotsky discussed his well known notion, the Zone of Proximal Development
(ZPD), in terms of assessment and instruction. Within both frames of reference he
discussed the relationship between an individual learner and a supportive other or
others even if that other was not physically present in the context in which learning
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was taking place. The second, instructional, account of the ZPD is to be found in
Thinking and Speech (1934/1987), and is embedded in chapter 6, in which he dis-
cussed ‘The Development of Scientific Concepts in Childhood’.

We have seen that instruction and development do not coincide. They are two
different processes with very complex interrelationships. Instruction is only
useful when it moves ahead of development. When it does, it impels or awak-
ens a whole series of functions that are in a stage of maturation lying in the
zone of proximal development. This is the major role of instruction in devel-
opment. This is what distinguishes the instruction of the child from the
training of animals. This is also what distinguishes instruction of the child
which is directed toward his full development from instruction in specialized,
technical skills such as typing or riding a bicycle. The formal aspect of each
school subject is that in which the influence of instruction on development is
realized. Instruction would be completely unnecessary if it merely utilized
what had already matured in the developmental process, if it were not itself a
source of development.

(Vygotsky, 1987, p. 212)

As Chaiklin (2003) reminds us, the reference made by Vygotsky was to instruc-
tion that is designed to support the development of psychological functions as
they are transformed and reconfigured through particular age periods. He sug-
gests that much of what has been discussed under the rubric of the ZPD misses
the central insistence on instruction leading development. The distinction between
microgenesis and ontogenesis is missed in, what for Chaiklin, are misinterpreta-
tions of the original formulation of ZPD in its instructional frame of reference. He
suggests that terms such as scaffolding should be reserved for practices which are
designed to teach specific skills and subject matter concepts as against instruction
designed to serve explicitly developmental purposes (p. 59). The conception of
the teaching and learning process that lies at the heart of any particular form of
schooling is itself derived from beliefs about the relationship between instruction
and development. Should the teacher wait for development to take place before
teaching and thus be looking for signs of instructional readiness as indicated by
developmental markers? Should the teacher take no account of development
whatsoever and proceed to develop instructional packages on the basis of analy-
ses of specific tasks?

The diagram in Figure 3.1 identifies three positions. The first, a crude behav-
iourist position, is one in which instruction and development proceed together. In
one sense this is a model in which development and instruction are synonymous.
In this case task analysis in teaching may be viewed as a determinant of develop-
mental sequence. The second is a version of the Piagetian position in which
teaching comes to view the characteristics of the child’s thinking as a lower thresh-
old for instruction. Here the possibilities for instruction are thought of as trailing
after development as shown in the middle section of Figure 3.1. Instruction must
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wait for development to have done its work before it can be effective. Vygotsky’s
(1978) position was that instruction actually creates the possibilities for develop-
ment rather than being seen as subordinate and incidental to developmental
processes. The organisation and content of teaching implied by this suggestion is
directed towards the formation of developmental possibilities rather than trailing
behind developmental inevitabilities. This is the ZPD which was originally defined
as the distance between the actual developmental level of the child as determined
by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as deter-
mined through problem solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with
more capable peers (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). For Vygotsky the ZPD embodies a
concept of readiness to learn that emphasises upper levels of competence. These
upper boundaries are not immutable, however, but constantly changing with the
learner’s increasing independent competence. What a child can perform today with
assistance she will be able to perform tomorrow independently, thus preparing her
for entry into a new and more demanding collaboration. These functions could be
called the ‘buds,’ rather than the fruits of development. The actual developmental
level characterises mental development retrospectively, while the ZPD charac-
terises mental development prospectively (Vygotsky, 1978, pp. 86–87).

If we accept the Vygotskian position then we have to accept a notion of a
complex relationship between teaching and development. The first two positions
shown in Figure 3.1 have been associated with practices which assume that
instructional sequences are to some extent unproblematic and universal. In the
first position the sequence of teaching arranges the sequence of development. In
the second the sequence of development predicts the sequence of teaching. It is
in the third position that teaching must be responsive to the individual within a
specific curriculum context. A discussion of the post Vygotskian principles that
may be employed in the selection of curriculum content is beyond the scope of
this chapter. It is, perhaps, sufficient to note that these would be designed to
guide the development of the structured systematic concepts which Vygotsky

Development

Instruction

Development

Development

Instruction

Effective Instruction

ZPD

Ineffective Instruction

Figure 3.1 The relationship between learning and development in Skinner, Piaget and
Vygotsky
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termed ‘scientific’ and would introduce general principles and seek to explore
their implications in a variety of contexts.1

In schooling the first model of the relationship between learning and devel-
opment may result in the view of the child as the passive recipient of
educational transmissions. The second leads to the view of the child as the
active constructor of understanding along pre-established paths. In the third the
learner becomes an active participant in a project which is socially negotiated.
Vygotsky developed a conception of the teaching and learning process based on
dialogue. For example the teacher and child start out doing the task together.
The teacher may initially take the major part of the responsibility for executing
the task and the child may play a relatively small part. The teacher’s intention
will be to gradually transfer control of progress in task completion to the
learner. The transfer is negotiated in dialogue. This dialogue may be mediated
by a variety of tools and signs which Vygotsky referred to as ‘psychological
tools’ or more recently, cultural artefacts. These cultural products, such as
speech or symbol and sign systems, are human products which are seen as the
means which humans employ in their own development. The social influence
becomes individual not through a process of simple transmission. Individuals
construct their own sense from socially available meanings. Vygotsky argued
that it was through the use of whatever cultural artefacts and tools (e.g. speech,
braille, Makaton, form boards, Paget Gorman, etc.) that were accessible to the
child and were made available socially that they are able to ‘master themselves
from the “outside” through symbolic, cultural systems’ (Knox and Stevens,
1993, p. 15). Crucially, he stated that it is the meaning that is or could be
encoded in such cultural artefacts that is important. For him the type of sym-
bolic system does not matter.

All systems (Braille for the blind and for the deaf, dactylology or finger
spelling, mimicry or a natural gesticulated sign language) are tools embedded
in action and give rise to meaning as such. They allow a child to internalise
language and develop those higher mental functions for which language
serves as a basis. In actuality, qualitatively different mediational means may
result in qualitatively different forms of higher mental functioning.

(Knox and Stevens, 1993, p. 15)

1  For example a circle would be introduced through the examination of the shapes that may be drawn
by placing one end of a piece of string at a fixed point and drawing with a pencil fixed to the other
end whilst the string was taut. This contrasts with the introduction of a variety of shapes and sizes
of circles to a pupil who is expected to understand the essence of the circle on the basis of this
empirical ‘everyday’ experience. In the Vygotskian model the ‘scientific’ concept informs the
design of the instruction.



The emphasis is thus on meaningful communication irrespective of means. For
the teacher this becomes a matter of making meaningful connection between the
concepts that the child has formed on the basis of their everyday experiences and
the concepts that are being introduced through schooling. This approach to teach-
ing not only involves the acquisition of new teaching skills, such as interpreting
when a child is operating within the ZPD, it also involves a major attitude shift.
The dimensions of this shift may be couched in terms of difference rather than
deficiency, informed and supported acquisition rather than transmission, and
transfer of control.

The period 1927–34 was when Vygotsky was particularly interested in two
types of concepts: the scientific and the everyday or spontaneous. By ‘scientific
concepts’, Vygotsky referred to concepts introduced by a teacher in school;
spontaneous concepts were those that were acquired by the child outside con-
texts in which explicit instruction was in place. Scientific concepts were
described as those which form a coherent, logical, hierarchical system. For
Vygotsky scientific concepts are characterised by a high degree of generality
and their relationship to objects is mediated through other concepts. According
to Vygotsky (1987) children can make deliberate use of scientific concepts; they
are consciously aware of them and can reflect upon them. The editors of the most
recent translation of Thinking and Speech (1987) suggest that when Vygotsky
uses the terms ‘spontaneous thinking’ or ‘spontaneous concepts’ he is referring
to a context of formation which is that of immediate, social, practical activity as
against a context of instruction in a formal system of knowledge. Scientific con-
cepts are through their very systematic nature open to the voluntary control of
the child.

For Vygotsky cooperation and collaboration are crucial features of effective
teaching.

The development of the scientific … concept, a phenomenon that occurs as
part of the educational process, constitutes a unique form of systematic co-
operation between the teacher and the child. The maturation of the child’s
higher mental functions occurs in this co-operative process, that is, it occurs
through the adult’s assistance and participation. … In a problem involving
scientific concepts, he must be able to do in collaboration with the teacher
something that he has never done spontaneously … we know that the child
can do more in collaboration that he can independently.

(Vygotsky, 1987, pp. 168–9, 216)

Vygotsky argued that the systematic, organised and hierarchical thinking that he
associated with scientific concepts becomes gradually embedded in everyday ref-
erents and thus achieves a general sense in the contextual richness of everyday
thought. Vygotsky thus presented a model of an interdependent relationship
between scientific and everyday or spontaneous concepts in the process of true
concept formation. He argued that everyday thought is given structure and order
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in the context of systematic scientific thought. Vygotsky was keen to point out the
relative strengths of both as they both contributed to each other:

the formation of concepts develops simultaneously from two directions: from
the direction of the general and the particular … The development of a scien-
tific concept begins with the verbal definition. As part of an organised
system, this verbal definition descends to concrete; it descends to phenom-
ena which the concept represents. In contrast, the everyday concept tends to
develop outside any definite system; it tends to move upwards toward
abstraction and generalisation … the weakness of the everyday concept lies
in its incapacity for abstraction, in the child’s incapacity to operate on it in a
voluntary manner … the weakness of the scientific concept lies in its verbal-
ism, in its insufficient saturation with the concrete.

(Vygotsky, 1987, pp. 163, 168, 169)

Vygotsky argued that scientific concepts are not assimilated in ready-made or
pre-packaged form. He insisted that the two forms of concept are brought into
forms of relationship within which they both develop. An important corollary of
this model of conceptual development is the denial of the possibility of direct
pedagogic transmission of concepts:

pedagogical experience demonstrates that direct instruction in concepts is
impossible. It is pedagogically fruitless. The teacher who attempts to use this
approach achieves nothing but a mindless learning of words, an empty ver-
balism that stimulates or imitates the presence of concepts in the child. Under
these conditions, the child learns not the concept but the word, and this word
is taken over by the child through memory rather than thought. Such knowl-
edge turns out to be inadequate in any meaningful application. This mode of
instruction is the basic defect of the purely scholastic verbal modes of teach-
ing which have been universally condemned. It substitutes the learning of
dead and empty verbal schemes for the mastery of living knowledge.

(Vygotsky, 1987, p. 170)

In Educational Psychology he uses the analogy of a gardener trying to affect the
growth of a plant by tugging directly at its roots with his hands from underneath
the plant when criticizing teachers who attempt to directly influence concept
development in the student (Vygotsky, 1997, p. 49). If it is to be effective in the
formation of scientific concepts instruction must be designed to foster conscious
awareness of conceptual form and structure and thereby allow for individual
access and control over acquired scientific concepts. It must also foster the inter-
action and development of everyday concepts with scientific concepts. One of his
better known examples is that of learning a foreign language, where he posits
raising the level of development of mother tongue speech through the develop-
ment of conscious awareness of linguistic forms. Similarly, he suggests that by
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learning algebra, the child comes to understand arithmetical operations as partic-
ular instantiations of algebraic operations. The scientific concepts of grammar
and algebra are seen as means by which thought is freed from concrete instances
of speech or numerical relations and raised to a more abstract level (1987, p. 180).
In this feature of his work Vygotsky argued that instruction must be designed to
connect everyday concepts with the formal structures of scientific concepts. In
this way he distances himself from the practices of empirical induction which
have been so influential in curriculum design in the West.

Disability and pedagogy: implications of Vygotsky’s
writing

One of the great dangers with early interpretations of this work was the sugges-
tion that children whose elementary, and supposedly natural, psychological
functions were damaged or deficient were beyond the reach of education.
Children would be assessed to see if they could benefit from education. This
assessment would consist of a means of scrutinising those functions deemed
elementary. Those who ‘failed’ the assessment were removed from the educa-
tional community. The work of early years developmentalists and Russians such
as Davydov gives ground for rejecting the sharp delineation between higher,
culturally mediated functions, and lower, natural functions and the practices
that were associated with the demarcation. The development of Vygotsky’s own
thinking on this matter was incomplete. He certainly changed his views on sev-
eral occasions. He was also working at a time when the cultural artefacts of the
late twentieth century were not even imagined. He had no access to tape
recorders, freeze-frame video recorders, etc. and was not in a position to ‘see’
the data on development that those who followed him have examined. A modern
position such as that of Nelson (1995) seems more appropriate. Her depiction of
three levels of conceptual development yields a suggestion that the first level is
constructed by individuals on the basis of direct experience with the world with-
out the mediational effects of language; at the second level knowledge is a
product of the ‘language using community’ and at the third level it is that of a
formally organised cultural system – theoretical knowledge. Thus she proposes
the transitions from the natural to the sociohistorical; and from spontaneous to
scientific.

In summary, Vygotsky asserts the importance of the formative effect of social,
cultural and historical influences. The notion of the ZPD establishes his position
on the way in which instruction (which embodies social, cultural and historical
influence) can lead development. Importantly, he acknowledges that not all
instruction will serve a developmental function. It may, for example, only serve to
promote skill acquisition. With the distinction between scientific and everyday
concepts he outlines his views on the complexities of true concept development.
These ideas can be deployed in arguments which attempt to justify particular
approaches to the formulation of the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of teaching.
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We should not only be concerned about responding in face-to-face teaching
but we should also organise our institutions in such a way that they are learning
systems which are themselves responsive to feedback. This suggestion accords
with the recent development in interpretations of the term ZPD. The early ‘scaf-
folding’ definition of the distance between problem-solving abilities exhibited
by a learner working alone and that learner’s problem-solving abilities when
assisted by or collaborating with more experienced people reflects Vygotsky’s
view of the role of instruction. This is refined in the ‘cultural’ interpretation
which draws on Vygotsky’s distinction between scientific and everyday con-
cepts. Here the emphasis is on the distance between the cultural knowledge,
usually made accessible through instruction and the active knowledge, as owned
by individuals in their everyday experience. More recently a ‘collectivist’, or
‘societal’, perspective has emerged. The focus tends to be on processes of social
transformation and on what can be done together that cannot be done alone. It
places the study of learning beyond the context of face to face pedagogical struc-
turing, and includes the structure of the social world in the analysis.

Whilst there are surprisingly few references to the ZPD in his own writing there
is no doubt that in many ways the concept lies at the heart of Vygotsky’s social
account of learning. He emphasised this in one of his relatively rare published dis-
cussions of the education of children with Severe Learning Difficulties:

The developmental path for a severely retarded child lies through collabora-
tive activity, the social help of another human being, who from the first is his
mind, his will, his activities. This proposition also corresponds entirely with
the normal path of development for a child. The developmental path for a
severely retarded child lies through relationships and collaborative activity
with other humans. For precisely this reason, the social education of severely
retarded children reveals to us possibilities which might seem outright
Utopian from the viewpoint of purely biologically based physiological edu-
cation.

(Vygotsky, 1993, p. 218)

This, again, raises questions about the nature of the ‘social’ in the pedagogic rela-
tionship alongside questions concerning the nature of the relationship itself.

Vygotsky (1993) drew a distinction between a ‘primary’ disability, which he
referenced to organic impairment due to biological factors, and a ‘secondary’
disability refering to distortions of higher psychological functions due to social
factors. For Vygotsky the way in which the child with a primary disability is
positioned in the social world can itself give rise to ‘secondary’ disabilities. Thus
one level of intervention is at the social level: ‘Changing negative societal atti-
tudes towards the individuals with disabilities should be one of the goals of
special educators’ (Vygotsky, 1995).

In a way that is familiar to many modern educators he also called for a focus
on strength rather than weakness and was very critical of what he termed the
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‘arithmetical concept of handicap’ in which children are viewed as the sum of
their negative attributes.

Each child’s resources and strengths must be the deciding factors in estab-
lishing an educational programme. … [rather than look for weaknesses] we
would do better to look for strengths and recognise that these will be different
for different children. Differences offer hope because they provide the possi-
bility of alternative routes for development, educational and personal
fulfillment. We would rejoice in them and capitalise on them. They are after
all, the very stuff of life.

(Connolly, 1993, p. 942)

Vygotsky’s term for this approach was ‘positive differentiation’. He was con-
cerned with the ‘secondary’ handicapping conditions that may result where the
person with the ‘primary disability’ is acting in a social world which has negative
formative effects on development. In essence he was suggesting that the child
with an impairment may suffer the effects of social deprivation which arise as a
consequence of the way in which the social world responds to that impairment.

Whilst it is also inescapable that Vygotsky did account for biological factors
and individual differences, in his work on ‘defectology’ he insists that individual
differences in patterns of communication give rise to differences in patterns of
social mediation and hence development.

Any physical handicap … not only alters the child’s relationship with the
world, but above all affects his interaction with people. Any organic defect is
revealed as a social abnormality in behaviour. It goes without question that
blindness and deafness per se are biological factors. However, the teacher
must deal not so much with these biological factors by themselves, but rather
with their social consequences. When we have before us a blind boy as the
object of education, then it is necessary to deal not so much with blindness by
itself, as with those conflicts which arise for a blind child upon entering life.

(Vygotsky, 1983, p. 102)

However it is in the manner of social engagement that differences may arise and
form their own dynamic. Hence the following statement about the implications of
cultural difference for the psychological implications of impairment: ‘The blind-
ness of an American farmer’s daughter, of a Ukrainian landowner’s son, of a
German duchess, of a Russian peasant, of a Swedish proletarian – these are all
psychologically entirely different facts’ (Vygotsky, 1983, p. 70).

Vygotsky was concerned that social responses to people with disabilities
should not create problems of their own. Given that he argues that cultural tools
and practices have a formative effect on development, then barriers to participa-
tion are a cause for concern. Barriers may be both social and biological. Specific
forms of impairment may give rise to difficulty in participation in a society where
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most participants do not experience similar difficulties. The solution could be to
seek alternate forms of participation either through transforming social practices
in such a way as not to marginalise those with the impairment or through specific
interventions such as supplementary forms of communication such as braille. In
the past, and to a slightly lesser extent now, many people with disabilities
removed themselves or are removed from certain aspects of society. Gallaudet
University is an example of a setting where deaf people are educated with other
deaf people. This setting is usually regarded as positive (Ramsey, 1997). There are
many examples of social responses to people with disabilities where satisfactory
communities are not the outcome. Vygotsky’s suggestion is that transformations
in patterns of participation carry with them implications for cognitive develop-
ment. Exclusion may carry cognitive consequences.

Vygotsky’s distinctions between primary and secondary disability give rise to
a question as to the nature of development in the case of a child with a primary
disability. He certainly objected to the terms ‘developmental disability’ or ‘devel-
opmental delays’. ‘A child whose development is impeded by a disability is not
simply a child less developed than his peers; rather, he has developed differently’
(Vygotsky, 1983, p. 96). His argument is that intervention, including teaching,
should be oriented to the differences that had arisen along with interventions
which sought to minimise the development of secondary disabilities.

When placed alongside his writing on concept development a familiar
dilemma emerges. The ‘difference’ or particularity of a child’s ‘different develop-
ment’ may require forms of intervention that are distinctive to particular sets of
strengths. However, the child should be placed in a setting in which social com-
plications of the disability are minimised. The challenge is, as ever, to provide
appropriate forms of developmental teaching in settings which do not lead to the
formation of additional secondary disabilities. This kind of teaching would lead to
the formation of what Vygotsky termed ‘compensatory strategies’ which enable
the child to acquire the ‘psychological tools’ necessary for the development of the
competences in circulation in particular cultures. Vygotsky was interested in cre-
ating ‘disability-specific’ approaches. For him the efficient compensation for the
loss or weakness of natural functions can be achieved through the development of
the higher psychological functions.

Objects of rehabilitation are the cultural processes of abstract reasoning, logi-
cal memory, voluntary attention, goal-directed behaviours, etc. Vygotsky pointed
to the limitations of traditional sensory-motor training, saying that pure biological
compensation (e.g., superior hearing in individuals who are blind) has been an
exception rather than the rule, while the domain of higher psychological activities
has no limits: ‘Training sharpness of hearing in a blind person has natural limita-
tions; compensation through the mightiness of the mind (imagination, reasoning,
memorization, etc.) has virtually no limits’ (Vygotsky, 1983, p. 212).

In Vygotsky’s view, special education programs should have the same
social/cultural goals as general education programs. Their specificity is in
addressing the ‘secondary’ disability syndrome, that is in countering the negative

34 Harry Daniels



social consequences of the ‘primary’ disability (Gindis, 2003). Different ‘tools’
(e.g. various means of communication) may convey essentially the same educa-
tional information, the same meaning. ‘Different symbolic systems correspond to
one and the same content of education … Meaning is more important than the
sign. Let us change signs but retain meaning’ (Vygotsky, 1983, p. 54).

However, as is so often the case there are multiple readings of Vygotsky’s work
on this issue. In a text that has become very influential it is argued that the great-
est difficulties for children with special needs are created not by their particular
special needs, but by isolation from typically developing peers (Berk and Winsler,
1995). Their emphasis is on ensuring that children with disabilities and difficul-
ties have the opportunity of learning new ideas on the social level with more
capable peers and adults. This account lacks the emphasis on the creation of a
learning environment in which specific instructional needs can be met. It cele-
brates the interactional benefits of a mainstream location without reference to the
specific needs for developmental teaching that may have arisen as a consequence
of ‘the primary disability’ and its secondary consequences.

Here lies the enduring problem. The theory generates two particular foci: one
on particular and ‘non-distorting’ forms and patterns of interaction and another
on the need for instruction that is tailored to meet developmental needs.
Segregated special education has often, and rightly, been criticised for the social
isolation which it engenders and weakness in curriculum provision associated
with lowered expectations. Mainstream provision has also been criticised for the
lack of attention to individual needs and for the potential social damage that can
arise as a result of inappropriate forms of social relation. The challenge is to meet
both the demands of the Vygotskian theoretical position. Some very recent
research ventures to claim that there is remarkably little that is pedagogically spe-
cial about much special provision (Lewis and Norwich, 2001). If this is the case
then one has concerns about the likelihood of young people with disabilities being
placed in a social position where they can acquire the ‘psychological tools’ that
are most appropriate to compensate for their particular disability. Although
Vygotsky did at one time call for ‘normalization through mainstreaming’ he was
also critical of both ‘unlawful segregation’ of the disabled and ‘mindless main-
streaming’ (Gindis, 2003). As I argued above, one has to view Vygotsky’s
contribution in its cultural and historical context. His comments on inclusion are
not informed by the organisational and pedagogic advances of the late twentieth
century. However strange the terminology that flows from his work may appear in
the current context it is clear that his thinking on primary and secondary disabili-
ties and scientific and everyday concepts offer much to our current thinking.

In 1980 World Health Organization (WHO) published the first version of the
ICIDH (International Classification of Impairments, Disabilities, and
Handicaps). This has been revised as ICIDH-2 which is based on a model of
human functioning in which functioning and disablement are viewed as outcomes
of an interaction between a person’s physical or mental condition and a social and
physical environment. It has been designed for use at individual, institutional and
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social policy levels. It helps to characterise the kind and level of intervention that
is appropriate to the actual disablement needs of the individual, and lists:

● impairment interventions;
● activity limitation interventions;
● participation restriction interventions.

Here the emphasis is on activity instead of disability and participation rather than
handicap.

Arguably this may give rise to practices which are commensurate with
Amartya Sen’s (1992) capability- and rights-based approach to social exclusion
which calls for efforts to ensure that people have equal access to basic capabili-
ties. This approach to work on social exclusion which has informed aspects of the
current administration’s policy making (Bentley, 1997) is important in that:

● it emphasises that the inability to participate in, and be respected by, main-
stream society is a violation of a basic right that should be open to all citizens;

● it does not demand uniformity of outcomes, but instead calls for equal free-
doms to enjoy all aspects of citizenship;

● it recognises the diversity of people in their ability to make use of opportunities.

From this point of view placement in a mainstream setting which does not offer
either appropriate instruction or respectful forms of social relation is unlikely to
support eventual participation in mainstream society. Schools which demand uni-
formity of outcome and fail to respond to diversity do not constitute inclusive
settings. Conversely special segregated settings which do not promote ‘compen-
satory strategies’ fail by the same criteria. Vygotskian theory calls for a much
more detailed examination of the pedagogic and social relations of schooling
wherever it is located. There is much to be gained from a consideration of those
measures which lead to the prevention of social exclusion.

If social exclusion is defined as the loss of access to the most important life
chances that a modern society offers, where those chances connect individuals to
the mainstream of life in that society then we must ask whether all our ‘inclusive
schooling’ really does serve this purpose. I fear that much that is presented under
this banner remains an account of placement not provision.
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Chapter 4

Towards an inclusive pedagogy

Lani Florian

Introduction

In recent years, much has been written about efforts to include pupils identified
as having special educational needs (SEN) in mainstream schools and class-
rooms. Three main strands can be seen in this literature. One is about equal
opportunities and the right to education for all. It argues that any form of segre-
gated or separate education on the basis of disability or learning difficulty is
morally wrong (Jordan and Goodey, 1996). A second strand is based on a re-
conceptualisation of the special needs task as part of the process of school
improvement (Ainscow, 1991). This idea is based on the argument that it is the
structure of schools as organisations rather than differences between individual
pupils that creates special educational needs (Tomlinson, 1982; Skrtic, 1988).
The third strand of the literature has been concerned with questions of peda-
gogy. Though some have focused on the development of inclusive practice from
the outset (e.g. Forest and Pearpoint, 1992), others have considered whether or
not the teaching practices and methods associated with meeting special educa-
tional needs can be implemented in mainstream schools and classrooms in order
to meet the challenge of inclusive education (see for example, Cook and
Schirmer, 2003).

Thus, ‘inclusion’ or ‘inclusive education’ can be conceptualised in terms of a
rights-based process of ‘increasing participation and decreasing exclusion from
the culture, curriculum and community of mainstream schools’ (Booth et al.,
2000). ‘Inclusive practice’ is concerned with actions and activities, the things
staff in schools do that give meaning to the concept of inclusion. This chapter
focuses on teaching practice. The first part of the chapter considers the notion
of specialist pedagogy and the research that has investigated this notion. The
second part of the chapter considers some of the lessons learned about practice
from a study of the strategies used by teachers in English secondary schools
committed to the concept of inclusion.



The notion of specialist pedagogy

The line of research that is concerned with how methods developed by special
educators can be applied in mainstream classrooms is based on an assumption
that there is a specialist pedagogy for children with special educational needs that
teachers need to know about in order to include these children in mainstream
schools. This view is rooted in the difference position in the longstanding ‘devel-
opment vs. difference’ debate in the psychological literature (e.g. Zigler, 1982).
The deficit position views children with various types of disabilities and/or learn-
ing difficulties as qualitatively different as learners and therefore in need of
educational responses that are uniquely tailored to respond to those differences.
The opposing position assumes development follows a sequence that is the same
for all learners but at a slower rate. Differences are explained in terms of when
rather than whether learners pass through stages of development.

Though this debate is far from settled, there is a presumption that the identifica-
tion of impairments in individuals has direct implications for educational
interventions. This notion of label-treatment interaction or diagnostic-prescriptive
teaching reflects historical attempts to understand the nature of a particular dis-
ability and its implications for treatment. The idea is that the kind of diagnostic
precision so useful in medicine should also underpin psychological and educa-
tional assessments in order to match within-child characteristics with particular
remedial or compensatory interventions. Depending on whether so-called impair-
ments were thought to be the result of deficits or developmental lags, interventions
were intended to help children ‘catch up’ by stimulating ‘development’ or over-
coming ‘deficits’.

Based on this view, special education provision has come to mean educational
provision which is ‘additional to’, or otherwise ‘different from’, that which is
made generally for children of similar age in mainstream schools (§312
Education Act, 1996). For many years this has been provided in specialist facili-
ties based on disability categories of special need (such as schools for pupils who
have physical or sensory impairments, and so on). However, recent legislation in
England and Wales (e.g. the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act,
SENDA, 2001) has strengthened the right to a mainstream school place for pupils
identified as having SEN. Together with other developments, such as the revised
OFSTED framework for the inspection of inclusion, the DfES (2001a) guidance
Inclusive Schooling: Children with Special Educational Needs (SEN), the inclu-
sion statement in the National Curriculum and the Special Educational Needs
Code of Practice (2001b), SENDA provides a firm legislative context for further
developments in inclusive education. These developments require new ways of
thinking about and responding to individual differences.

Responding to these kinds of policy imperatives requires a consideration of
how the teaching practices and methods developed within special education set-
tings and based upon individual learning differences could be transferred to
mainstream schools and classrooms in order to extend inclusive education. This
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literature documents many implementation problems and often attributes resis-
tance or implementation failure to a lack of mainstream teacher preparation for
the inclusion of pupils considered to have special educational needs (SEN) (e.g.
Giangreco, 1997; Scott et al., 1998; Jorgensen, 1998). In other words, many
teachers are thought to have negative attitudes about including pupils identified as
having special educational needs resulting from a lack of knowledge about teach-
ing such children. However, a review of the research on the question of specialist
pedagogy, along with careful consideration of psychological theories of learning
and the pedagogical practices they have given rise to, offer an interesting new way
of helping teachers to think differently about what they need to know about
including children with special needs in their classrooms.

Research on specialist pedagogy

There is no shortage of literature reviews on teaching pupils with SEN. In
England for example, there is the Audit Commission review of SEN (Dockrell
et al., 2002), the EPPI-Centre review of effectiveness of school-level actions for
promoting participation by all students (Dyson et al., 2002) and the Lewis and
Norwich (2000, 2005) research on specialist pedagogy. In the USA, there have
been substantial recent reviews including Gersten et al.’s (2001) study produced
for the Handbook of Research on Teaching and McDonnell et al.’s (1997) report
on students with disabilities and standards-based reform carried out for National
Research Council. Additional literature reviews on teaching pupils with the full
range of SEN are to be found in Davis and Florian (2004); Scott et al. (1998); and
McGregor and Vogelsberg (1998).

Researchers in the USA have been interested in the efficacy of special edu-
cation. Kavale (2007) has reviewed the use of meta-analysis in answering
questions about what works in special education. In his review Kavale shows
how early beliefs about the ‘altered learning functions’ or deficits of disabled
children gave rise to a pedagogical emphasis on cognitive processes or process
training (e.g. corrective perceptual-motor training, psycholinguistic training,
etc.) which proved to be very modest in their effectiveness. It is only when
research which investigates the teaching-learning process in general is ‘inter-
preted’ for special education ‘by modifying the way in which instruction is
delivered’ that we find significant effect sizes (p. 212). Kavale is clearly point-
ing to the power of teaching strategies based on psychological principles of
teaching and learning, and the differentiation that may be necessary to respond
to individual differences.

Though Kavale is sceptical of inclusive education as a model for meeting spe-
cial educational needs (for a discussion, see Kavale and Forness, 2000), he argues
that the efficacy of special education practice is due to a change in emphasis from
strategies that emphasise the remediation of learning deficits to those that focus on
teaching and learning. When ‘instructional techniques originating in general edu-
cation were adapted to assist students with disabilities in acquiring and
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assimilating new knowledge, the efforts demonstrated significant success and
much improved academic outcomes’ (p. 12).

Researchers in the UK (Lewis and Norwich, 2000, 2005) have investigated
whether ‘differences between learners (by particular SEN group) could be identi-
fied and systematically linked with learners’ needs for differential teaching’ (p. 10).
Their review was organised by types of learning difficulties (low attainment, spe-
cific learning difficulties, moderate learning difficulties and severe, profound and
multiple learning difficulties). Lewis and Norwich found that though the evidential
base was problematic, the trend was away from SEN-specific pedagogies. Two cen-
tral findings emerged from their review:

● the available evidence does not support the qualitative difference position and
● while it does not fully endorse the developmental difference position there

was some support for the argument that what works for most pupils works for
all pupils though there might be differences in application for various types
of difficulties.

As a result Lewis and Norwich advocated the notion of a ‘continua of teaching or
pedagogic approaches’ and argued that arguments for separate provision cannot
be based on distinctive teaching approaches but ‘on better opportunities to pro-
vide appropriate adaptations to common teaching approaches to meet unusual
individual needs’ (p. 59). More recently, Lewis and Norwich (2005) have elabo-
rated on their notion of a continuum of teaching approaches by suggesting that
strategies can be arranged along such a continuum from high to low intensity.
Here again, the focus is on the application of a general strategy rather than the use
of a different kind of strategy.

Davis and Florian (2004) undertook a study commissioned by the DfES as part
of the agenda to raise the achievement of pupils with special educational needs. The
aim of the study was to examine the relevant published literature in order to ‘map
out and assess the effectiveness of the different approaches and strategies used to
teach pupils with the full range of special educational needs’ (p. 7). The review of
literature that informed this study was structured in terms of the four ‘areas of need’
identified in the SEN Code of Practice (language and communication, cognition
and learning, physical and sensory, and emotional and behavioural difficulties). The
review found that:

certain teaching strategies and approaches are associated with, but not nec-
essarily related directly to specific categories of SEN (such as autism,
learning difficulty, etc). However the teaching strategies and approaches
identified in the review were not sufficiently differentiated from those
which are used to teach all children to justify a distinctive SEN pedagogy. It
was clear that sound practices in teaching and learning in both mainstream
and special education literatures were often informed by the same basic
research, and that certain teaching strategies developed for one purpose
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could be effectively applied to other groups of children with different pat-
terns of educational need (e.g. co-operative learning). This does not,
however, diminish the importance of what might be construed as ‘special
education knowledge’ as an element of pedagogy applying to all learners.

Here it is helpful to clarify what is meant by the use of the term pedagogy.
Alexander (2004) defines it as

what one needs to know, and the skills one needs to command, in order to
make and justify the many different kinds of decisions of which teaching is
constituted … [including]

● children: their characteristics, development and upbringing
● learning: how it can best be motivated, achieved, identified, assessed and

built upon
● teaching: its planning, execution and evaluation, and
● curriculum: the various ways of knowing, understanding, doing, creat-

ing, investigating and making sense which it is desirable for children to
encounter, and how these are most appropriately translated and struc-
tured for teaching.

(p. 11)

Davis and Florian (2004) argued that it is not the differences between children,
their characteristics or upbringing that is problematic, but when the magnitude of
these differences exceeds what schools can accommodate that children are con-
sidered to have special educational needs. The process of providing this support,
the provision of something ‘additional to’ in and of itself, does not constitute ped-
agogy but is an element of it. This does not diminish the importance of knowledge
about individual differences but highlights it as an essential component of peda-
gogy. Davis and Florian concluded that questions about special education
pedagogy are unhelpful, and that the more important agenda is about how to
develop pedagogy that is inclusive of all learners.

Towards an inclusive pedagogy

There is limited research that has been carried out on pedagogy in inclusive class-
rooms and much of this work tends to focus on the primary years. In an extensive
review of the research on inclusive practice, McGregor and Vogelsberg (1998)
reported that only seven studies specifically focused on secondary school prac-
tice. In the remainder of this chapter, Florian and Rouse’s 2001 study of inclusive
practice in English secondary schools is offered as a case study that may provide
some insights into the development of a pedagogy that is inclusive of all learners.

Schools in England have been subjected to the major structural reforms of edu-
cation that have dominated the international education scene for the past twenty
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years. These reforms, which stress accountability, choice, achievement and excel-
lence, coexist with other reforms that encourage the development of inclusive
education. This presents a particular dilemma for teachers in English schools
because the right to a place in a mainstream school for children with special educa-
tional needs is qualified on the grounds that it is not disruptive to other pupils. If, by
definition, children with special needs require something ‘additional to’ or ‘differ-
ent from’ that which is available to other children, how can teachers provide for such
children without ‘disrupting’ that which is available to others?

Florian and Rouse (2001) were interested in understanding what happens in sec-
ondary schools when subject-specialist teachers attempt to create the conditions for
inclusive learning in their classrooms. This research was designed to examine the
extent to which classroom practice in the various subjects of the national curriculum
was consistent with that which is promoted as effective by the literature on inclu-
sion. It also sought to identify any other strategies that were being used which
seemed successful in extending inclusive practice and whether or not there might be
differences between teachers of various subjects. A questionnaire was designed to
examine possible relationships between subject taught and teaching strategy used.
Data from classroom observations, interviews and analysis of teachers’ inclusion
journals supplemented the questionnaire data and permitted a consideration of the
kind of contextual information not generally permitted by survey research.

Schools from a network of secondary schools from around England that met
regularly to share experiences and ideas about how to develop more inclusive
practice were invited to participate in the study (further details of the network and
the work of the schools can be found in Ainscow, 1999). Four schools volunteered
to participate in the full study and a fifth school agreed to administer the ques-
tionnaire. Nominations from senior staff and the special educational needs
coordinator (SENCO) at the four case study schools were used to identify subject-
specialist teachers considered skilled in including pupils designated as SEN in
their classes. Each teacher was observed for the equivalent of two full teaching
days and participating teachers also kept ‘Inclusion Journals’ for a period of five
weeks. The journal guidelines asked the teachers to make one entry each day, pay-
ing particular attention to their own thoughts and feelings about the commitment
to inclusive practice, how subject area knowledge informs their teaching, how
they account for individual differences, and ‘what works’.

Questionnaires were distributed to all teachers in the four case study schools plus
one additional network school. A total of 268 teachers completed the questionnaire
for an overall response rate of 66 per cent. The questionnaire contained a list of 44
teaching strategies mentioned in the literature as helpful in promoting inclusive
practice. These were derived from a review of the literature carried out by Scott
et al. (1998). The strategies were organised under the following broad headings: dif-
ferentiation strategies; cooperative learning strategies; classroom management
strategies and social skills. Teachers were asked to rate their familiarity with these
strategies. They were also asked to rate the strategy as appropriate or inappropriate
to the teaching of their subject. If teachers thought the strategy was appropriate they
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were asked to indicate if it was a teaching technique that they ‘typically used’ or
something ‘additional’ that was used specifically to ensure the inclusion of pupils
with special educational needs. If they thought the strategy was inappropriate they
were asked if this was because it was unhelpful or too difficult to manage. A glos-
sary defining ambiguous terms was appended to the questionnaire.

With few exceptions, teachers overwhelmingly reported they were familiar
with and used all of the strategies listed in the questionnaire. The most frequent
response was that the teacher was very familiar with the strategy and used it typi-
cally (i.e. with all pupils). Only two strategies (consult with pupil on preferred
learning style, and the use of learning support assistants for one-to-one teaching)
were identified as being used additionally (i.e. specifically because a pupil was
designated as having SEN). Teachers were evenly divided as to the use of team
teaching as a typical or additional strategy. Importantly, a number of teachers
noted in written comments that they did not differentiate between teaching strat-
egy and whether a pupil had a special educational need.

There were numerous differences between teachers of different subjects and
their use of particular strategies. For example, teachers of English were more
likely than maths teachers to provide abridged or modified texts, use drama or
role play, allow alternative responses, and explicitly teach social and group skills.
Maths teachers were more likely than English teachers to make use of mnemonic
devices. There were also differences between English and modern foreign lan-
guage teachers with English teachers more likely to consult with pupils on
preferred learning style, use jigsawing, peer tutoring, or scaffolding and teaching
meta-cognitive strategies. Differences were also found between maths and science
teachers. Maths teachers were more likely than science teachers to use mnemonic
devices while science teachers were more likely to use drama or role play, jigsaw-
ing, and peer collaboration. There were no differences between history and
geography teachers in their reported use of any of the strategies.

The differences that were found between subjects in the use of the various
strategies could be a function of any number of factors including the nature and
status of the knowledge in a particular subject domain and whether the teachers
perceive learning their subject as being related to prior learning. Maths and mod-
ern foreign languages tend to be seen as sequential; the humanities and English
much less so (Hallam and Ireson, 1999). The training of teachers is organised on
a subject basis (Cooper and McIntyre, 1996) and most secondary schools are
organised into subject departments that have different histories, varying degrees
of autonomy and different priorities. All these factors produce a range of subject
and department ‘cultures’ that may have an impact upon teachers’ practice and
their views about what works in promoting inclusion.

The open-ended comments sections of the questionnaire enabled the identifi-
cation of intervening variables that aided the interpretation of the data: one was
that teachers commented that the use of some strategies was resource-dependent
(e.g. use of computer-assisted instruction), while others depended on administra-
tive arrangements and support (e.g. ‘team teaching and co-teaching are difficult
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to organise but they work’). Some teachers went out of their way to comment
that they made no distinction between pupils with SEN and others when it comes
to teaching strategy although others made very specific comments about how
they included pupils with SEN (i.e. ‘give the pupil a responsibility vital to the
lesson’) suggesting that the teachers individualised on the basis of their knowl-
edge about individuals rather than whether a pupil had a special educational need
in a formal sense.

When asked about strategies that were not included in the questionnaire, teach-
ers’ responses fell into three categories: affective strategies, conferring with others,
and more detailed and specific versions of the listed strategies. Affective strategies
included such things as using humour as a teaching strategy, and providing discreet
support to pupils so they wouldn’t feel singled out. Teachers most frequently men-
tioned the importance of developing pupils’ self-esteem and sense of belonging by
establishing relationships with pupils outside of class, being involved with pupils on
an extra-curricular basis, offering supplementary sessions at mutually convenient
times, running homework clubs, mentoring, and offering what one teacher called a
‘careful mix of praise and criticism’. It is interesting to note that teachers considered
conferring with colleagues and regularly circulating information about pupils to be
as important as teacher knowledge about individual pupil characteristics.

Jordan and Stanovich (1998) found that though models of expert teaching do
little more than give passing reference to the importance of knowledge of individ-
ual student characteristics, teachers in inclusive classrooms draw on this
knowledge as a means of challenging pupils as learners. In addition, they found
that the specific adaptations made by these teachers were not readily apparent to
observers because the teachers applied the adaptations to all pupils in the class-
room, a finding supported by the questionnaire data. With this in mind, classroom
observations were followed by semi-structured interviews to home in on how the
teachers were responding to individual pupils who were experiencing learning
difficulties as well as specific information about the nature of those difficulties.
The resulting field notes were then reviewed to identify strategies the teachers
were using. This was accomplished by searching for evidence of strategy utilisa-
tion (what was observed or became apparent during discussion) matched to the
questionnaire data, or emerging from the dialogue between the teacher and the
interviewer. This procedure for analysing field notes enabled the teacher’s self-
reports on the use of strategies to be verified. It also permitted the identification
of a number of additional strategies including:

● volunteering to work in a pastoral role as a means of increasing capacity for
inclusion;

● an emphasis on providing a rationale for why pupils are doing what they are
doing and relating learning to everyday life;

● preparing schemes of work and work packs which include a range of materials;
● taking the initiative to approach members of learning support teams for

advice;



● making use of personal planners to give pupils feedback or commendations;
and

● circulating information about pupils’ needs including special educational
needs.

The teachers observed in this study were skilled in whole-class teaching, present-
ing one lesson but offering a choice of tasks and varying expectations with
respect to individual pupils as is traditionally understood and promoted as good
practice. What enabled these teachers to include pupils with a wide range of
learning abilities seemed to be the way in which they embedded a responsiveness
to individual need within the process of whole-class teaching, a finding consistent
with other studies on inclusive practice (e.g. Jordan and Stanovich, 1998). In
addition, there was an awareness that certain strategies may be associated with
particular kinds of special educational need. As a result, circulating information
about individual special educational needs and disabilities was seen as very
important. All the schools in this study had devised mechanisms for doing this.
Although teachers spoke and wrote about their concerns about their own capacity
with respect to mixed-ability teaching, they viewed the learning support depart-
ments in their respective schools as sources of knowledge and support for
teaching and learning.

An analysis of the inclusion journals was undertaken to gain a deeper under-
standing of teachers concerns regarding inclusion. Teachers wrote about their
responses to individual differences in a ‘holistic’ manner as indicated in the fol-
lowing journal extract:

A very mixed ability group, but also very mixed in motivation and atten-
dance. The motivation does not always match ability and achievements. It is
the difficult time of the term with year 11 when they are beginning to get
weary and increasingly eager for it all to be over. I can see GCSE grades slip-
ping away before my eyes. The structure of the course is part of the problem,
not enough variety of task and focusing on only two of the four attainment
targets. The problem is to avoid the staleness that is almost bound to creep in
by constant repetition and practice. Although a modular course is of benefit
to mixed ability in some respects, allowing them to focus on smaller areas of
work, it does take the spontaneity out of teaching. It also creates an ‘exclu-
sion zone’ for pupils who are poor at tenders or long term sick, as there is less
time to catch up and pupils feel there is a defeating mountain to climb.

In this extract we see a concern for the limits of mixed-ability teaching, and a shift
in teacher concern from individual pupil progress in the curriculum at the end of
Key Stage 3 to group performance on examinations in Key Stage 4 (14–16 years).
Because the GCSE examination requires a high standard of reading, teachers
often find it difficult to know at which level of the examination to enter pupils:
foundation or higher. The pressure comes from knowing that pupils who are
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entered into foundation-level examinations cannot get grades higher than a D
while pupils entered into the higher level can only get an A, B, C or fail. This
leads teachers to gear their practice towards preparation for examinations. That
teachers shift their concern from individual pupil progress through the curriculum
to group performance on examinations was clearly evident in their practice, dis-
cussions, and reflections. As one teacher stated: ‘the GCSE requires a lot of
essays so a lot of teaching is focused on how to write an essay’. In this school, the
department had developed a procedure called The Stick, which teachers introduce
in Year 8. The Stick is a stick figure representing the three main parts of an essay:
the introduction (head), main body and conclusion (feet). The teacher described
the strategy as ‘a good structure for getting borderline kids a C’. The study found
that when coupled with a school policy on setting at Key Stage 4, the focus on
examination results makes it difficult to sustain inclusive practice.

Overall, there were no apparent differences between schools with respect to
teachers’ knowledge about practice although teachers in schools with more expe-
rience in mixed-ability teaching made more suggestions about what works. That
they may not be able to engage in a practice is different from not knowing how to
do it, and some teachers made this comment when filling out the questionnaire.
Organisational arrangements and resource constraints were factors that deter-
mined whether certain strategies were used. For instance, it would not be possible
to make use of information communication technology if the hardware was not
available. Notably, teachers tended not to differentiate between types of students.
Though they found the support of colleagues with specialist knowledge invalu-
able, they did not view the pupil designation of SEN as particularly helpful when
thinking about teaching strategies.

Whether or not these findings would be replicated in other schools is not clear.
Indeed many subject teachers may not recognise themselves or their practice in
the above descriptions. What is important to note is that there were differences
between subjects that need to be considered when thinking about how to include
pupils who experience difficulties in learning in those subjects. It is not simply a
matter of placement. Different subjects will make different demands on learners
and teachers of those subjects will use different strategies in teaching the various
subjects of the curriculum.

Discussion

Research on school improvement has produced a more refined understanding of
how to enhance the capacity of schools to make them more effective for increas-
ingly heterogeneous groups of pupils (for a review, see Creemers, 1996). However,
as this line of research has not specifically addressed the problem of pupils identi-
fied as having special educational needs its relevance to the education of all pupils
has been questioned by those who argue that high standards for all are unlikely to
be achieved because of the limitations of current knowledge about effective inclu-
sive practice (e.g. McDonnell et al., 1997).
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The extent to which teachers who are committed to extending inclusive prac-
tice need to have knowledge about special education practice is central to
resolving the debate about what mainstream teachers need to know about ‘special
educational needs’ in order to include pupils who experience difficulties in learn-
ing. Clearly it is impractical for all teachers to know about the educational
implications of all types of disabilities and learning difficulties. Moreover, what
they need to know is not entirely clear as specific teaching strategies do not map
neatly onto disability categories of special educational needs (Davis and Florian,
2004; Ysseldyke, 2001). Equally, the often quoted view that good teaching is
good teaching wherever it occurs (e.g. Babbage et al., 1999) may not stand up to
close scrutiny when differences in the use of various teaching strategies across the
various subjects of the secondary curriculum and the limits of so called ‘mixed
ability’ teaching are probed.

Proponents of inclusive schooling have attempted to develop practice in two
ways. One has been to build on the work of those in the school improvement field
by extending the definition of ‘all’ pupils to include pupils with learning difficul-
ties, disabilities and other special educational needs (e.g. Ainscow, 1997). A second
way forward has involved reconceptualising difficulties in learning as dilemmas for
teaching that provide insights into ways in which practice might be improved for the
benefit of all (Hart, 1996; Clark et al., 1999; Ainscow, 1999). Susan Hart and her
colleagues (2004) have persuasively argued that this reconceptualisation depends
on a rejection of psychological notions of fixed ability that assume intelligence is
normally distributed. Their work shows what is possible when teachers stop seeing
children as points along a continuum in a positive or negative direction from an
average point.

Questions of biodeterminism are very much in the forefront of psychology
today. Great advances in scientific knowledge have led to new collaborations and
new fields in psychology such as cognitive neuroscience. While these advances
have rekindled interest in old debates about the structure of the brain and how the
mind works, they have also led to new understandings about learning and new
ideas about how to facilitate it (for a discussion see for example, Bransford et al.,
2000; Child, 2004). While psychologists may be divided in their views about how
learning occurs, there is deeper understanding about how to facilitate and support
it. Educational psychologists are key agents in supporting teachers to make the
necessary adjustments to the strategies they already know to be effective in sup-
porting the learning of children who experience difficulty.

Though it is often argued that a lack of knowledge on the part of mainstream
classroom teachers, attributed to a lack of training is one of the main barriers to
inclusion, careful consideration of the evidence does not support this argument.
First, the label-treatment interaction or diagnostic-prescriptive teaching approach
to individual differences in learning has not shown that interventions are differen-
tially effective with different kinds of learners (Keogh and MacMillan, 1996).
Second, meta-analyses of ‘what works’ in special education shows that the teach-
ing strategies used in mainstream education can be adapted to assist students
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identified as having SEN in learning. It is the process of adaptation that defines the
special education knowledge teachers need. This adaptation depends on a respon-
siveness to individual differences within the context of whole-class teaching
(Jordan and Stanovich, 1998) though it does not depend on the identification of
SEN (Florian and Rouse, 2001).

Responsiveness to individual differences includes knowledge about the kinds
of difficulties children experience in learning but it also suggests that medical cat-
egories of disability have not proved to be particularly relevant in developing
effective teaching strategies (Lewis and Norwich, 2000, 2005; Ysseldyke, 2001).
A pedagogy that is inclusive of all learners is based on principles of teaching and
learning that reject deficit views of difference and deterministic beliefs about
ability (Hart, 1998; Hart et al., 2004), but see individual differences as part of the
human condition.
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Chapter 5

Learning in inclusive
classrooms

Ruth Kershner

Introduction

In this chapter, the pragmatic starting position for discussing learning and teach-
ing in inclusive classrooms is ‘where we are now’ in England, a context in which
a concept of inclusion is broadly supported in national policy documents (DfES,
2004) but where a role is retained for special schools and local policies and pro-
cedures vary widely. In a situation where educational resources are limited and
educational aims and values differ, the development of a more consistently inclu-
sive education system with children learning together in mainstream schools
becomes a matter of balancing certain opposing demands and goals – at least in
the short-term future. It depends on identifying the cluster of values, beliefs and
activities that succeeds in maximising children’s engagement in learning while
minimising the marginalisation or exclusion of certain groups or individuals in
the school system. This cluster includes what we understand and want learning to
be. At the very least, inclusive education involves schools in welcoming children
to participate as pupils, without setting arbitrary boundaries based on previous
attainment, social characteristics, behaviour, linguistic proficiency, sensory and
physical skills, or assumptions about intellectual potential. However, inclusive
education also implies that the children are not just present in classrooms, but that
they learn and succeed in this context.

Day-to-day experience with children and psychological research studies of
children’s mathematical problem-solving, reasoning, memory, language and con-
ceptual understanding (e.g. Siegler, 1996) show that there is wide variability in
how children of the same age think and behave. This can apply to the same child
at different points of an activity, or in different contexts, as well as to differences
between peers. So grouping school pupils by age or by ‘ability’ oversimplifies the
educational task (Ireson and Hallam, 2001). Organisational decisions like pupil
grouping do not work as strategies for inclusion in themselves unless they are
informed by an understanding of how children learn. The main line of thinking in
this chapter draws on social constructivist models of learning which emphasise
the inherently social nature of learning, involving an interplay between the indi-
vidual learner and the sociocultural context of learning which transforms both



over time (Palincsar, 2005; Wertsch and Kanner, 1992). As part of this process
learning is supported by the use of material and symbolic ‘tools’ such as writing
materials, measuring devices, pictures and diagrams, mathematical formulae,
teamwork guidelines, assessment devices, subject-related vocabularies and lan-
guage in general – all of which are so culturally embedded that human activity
and education cannot easily be imagined without them. In adopting this approach
to understanding learning, the psychological focus is not, for example, on how the
brain processes information or on the structure of memory. While it is important
to know about these and other areas of psychological research, the aim here is to
consider learning at the level that seems to be most directly related to inclusive
education, i.e. children’s engagement in the social activities associated with learn-
ing in school and the implications of this for their developing knowledge and
understanding as members of society. This interest in how school-based activity
connects with children’s learning is not just to do with finding the most appropri-
ate unit of analysis or descriptive framework, although both of these functions are
helpful in understanding what inclusive education may involve. The concept of
activity as developed by Vygotsky also offers an explanation for human con-
sciousness and higher mental processes (Kozulin, 2005). The dependence of
learning on particular sorts of activity, communication and tool-use raises the
paradoxical possibility that inclusive learning needs to be happening before we
can properly understand what it is.

In this chapter I consider some alternative ways of understanding learning in
the classroom context. A social constructivist perspective is applied to inclusion
by focusing on the collective experience of classroom learning, with particular
reference to how the processes of cognition and communication can be conceived
as ‘situated’, ‘distributed’, ‘dialogic’ and ‘multimodal’. This draws attention to
certain aspects of learning that may be undervalued in approaches which promote
inclusion mainly through the description of individual pupils’ special educational
needs, the planning of differentiated classroom tasks, and the use of additional
adult support for pupils and teachers. A more explicit interest in learning
processes focuses attention on how children engage with learning activities,
respond to teaching and develop knowledge, skills and understanding across the
curriculum. The central importance of the classroom environment, the sharing of
knowledge, and the different forms of communication between teacher and pupils
emerges particularly strongly. The implications are that children’s educational
needs and progress should be assessed in relation to how well they employ the
resources in the classroom environment, contribute to classroom conversation and
knowledge-building, and engage in different ways of communicating (assuming,
crucially, that the teacher is facilitating and also developing in these areas).
Looking at classroom learning in this way helps to reinforce the value of ensuring
that the knowledge base of inclusive education includes what we know psycho-
logically about how children learn.
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Learning in classrooms

Teaching approaches which seem intrinsic to inclusive learning are already repre-
sented in many classrooms where emphasis is placed on pupils’ dialogue,
collaboration, choice, exploration and learning to learn, and where it is assumed
that all pupils are capable of learning (Hart et al., 2004). The concept of the inclu-
sive classroom implies that the teacher’s decision-making about classroom
activities and the whole learning environment is embedded in a thoughtful, active
and positive attention to the children as individuals and groups of pupils, who
themselves support and extend each other’s learning. However, Jackson (1968: 10)
famously remarks that classrooms are intrinsically about ‘crowds, praise and pow-
er’, reminding us that attempts to create inclusive learning environments have to
face up to the fact that most formal school activities take place with or in the pres-
ence of others who are not there by choice or preference. What children say and do
is constantly evaluated and there are hierarchies of power and responsibility which
may shift to some extent (over time or in different contexts) but which do not tend
to favour the children in any significant and consistent sense. These and other char-
acteristics of schools seem to work against the responsiveness, respect and
flexibility intrinsic to inclusion, but there are many accounts of learning and teach-
ing which succeed in demonstrating how the values and beliefs associated with
inclusion may appear in classroom practice. For instance, the teachers involved in
Hart et al.’s (2004) learning without limits project are seen to have a common
belief in the ‘transformability of learning capacity’ (p. 192) which contrasts with
the fatalism of defining fixed ability levels or assuming that classroom conditions
cannot change. Specific teaching principles emerge which underpin their class-
room practice, including notions of ‘co-agency’ and power-sharing, acting in the
interests of everybody, and trusting the pupils to learn when the conditions are
right for them. This is a perspective on inclusive learning that acknowledges the
classroom context as a potentially supportive reality for the pupils involved if cer-
tain principles and values are explicitly in place.

As Doll et al. (2004: 15) discuss, it is the classroom rather than the child which
can be seen to become more resilient when strategies are embedded for promoting
pupils’ autonomy, self-regulation and self-efficacy alongside an emphasis on caring
and connected relationships between teachers and pupils, peers and the home and
school. In considering the inclusion of children identified with learning disabilities,
Keogh and Speece (1996) draw attention to certain classroom features, including
the relevance of the teaching method, the curricular content, the management of
learning activities in time and space, the use of resources, and the interactions
between peers and teachers – all being experienced differently by individuals and
groups of pupils. Some recent approaches to educational research have aimed to
tackle the complexity of classroom life, including Könings et al. (2005) who con-
sider the whole learning environment in terms of the reciprocal relationships
between the perceptions, preferences and activities of students, teachers and educa-
tional designers; and Wortham (2006) who investigates the connections between
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pupils’ academic learning and their changing social identification, using the tech-
niques of linguistics and anthropology.

At the heart of any approach to classroom research is a view of what learning is,
and it is important to be explicit about this when concerns arise about the children
whose academic progress is erratic, limited or worryingly slow compared to their
peers. Psychological conceptions of learning have traditionally focused separately
on changes at behavioural, cognitive and neural levels – these representing broadly
behaviourist, constructivist and neuroscientific schools of thought. The associated
mechanisms or processes of learning range from simple behaviourist stimulus-
response associations and rote learning to more complex accounts of information
handling, language use and meaning making, the workings of the brain and neural
connectionism. Each of these different psychological perspectives on learning,
whether behavioural, cognitive or neuroscientific, also potentially says something
useful about specific educational tactics – for instance, how to reinforce desired
behaviour, how to make certain material more memorable, how to support the
transfer of learning between different situations and build on previous learning.

Yet one of the problems in gaining a coherent view of children’s full experience
of learning in school is that the psychological perspectives outlined above are not
simply operating at different levels of analysis in which, for example, changes at
behavioural level are ‘explained’ by cognitive changes which in turn are
‘explained’ by brain functions. Within these alternative models the human learner’s
knowledge is seen primarily in terms of either behavioural responses, or mental
schemata or biological effects, and researchers in each tradition do not necessarily
seek connections between them. This splitting of research into different strands
may be due in part to the use of metaphors which underlie different accounts of
learning. For instance, Sfard (1998) distinguishes the ‘acquisition metaphor’ and
the ‘participation metaphor’. The former identifies learning in terms of the accu-
mulation of knowledge and concepts by reception or active construction, ‘…
gaining ownership over some kind of self-sustained entity’ (p. 5). The latter, in con-
trast, focuses on the ongoing learning activity which involves becoming a member
of a particular community with its own language and norms, i.e. understanding
participation in terms of becoming ‘part of a greater whole’ (p. 6).

Sfard remarks on the meaning and promise of the participation metaphor: ‘the
vocabulary of participation brings the message of togetherness, solidarity and
collaboration … The new metaphor promotes an interest in people in action
rather than in people “as such”’ (p. 8). This apparent affinity between the partici-
pation metaphor and inclusion seems to open up the possibilities for reframing
pedagogy as a more inclusive process. Yet Sfard (1998: 11) warns against the
hazards of allowing a single metaphor to dictate in educational discourse and
debate about what learning is, and McGuinness (2005) similarly rejects the use
of overly simple metaphors in the light of her analysis of the UK teaching and
learning research programme projects. In relation to inclusion, the crucial point
seems to be not about the specific nature of learning metaphors, but about the
implications of their plural existence in our thinking and conversation. As
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Gallimore (1996: 232) remarks, ‘…(w)hat’s in the head of participants in a partic-
ular setting contributes to the “reality” that is perceived and responded to’. In
working towards inclusion, it seems to be very useful to see that disagreements
may rest as much on different ways of understanding learning as they do on oppos-
ing beliefs about, say, human rights, politics and economic decision-making.

The need to acknowledge and respond to people’s different ways of understand-
ing learning applies as much to the learner as to the teachers. Marton and Booth
(1997) use evidence from their interviews with young people and adults to identify
the different ways in which learning may be experienced. For instance they con-
trast ‘learning as memorizing and reproducing’ with ‘learning as understanding’ or
‘learning as changing as a person’. They remark on the motivational implications
of associated ‘surface’ or ‘deep’ approaches which may be adopted: ‘the former
focusing on the tasks themselves and the latter going beyond the tasks to what the
tasks signify’ (p. 38). Marton and Booth go on to argue that ‘the approach to learn-
ing adopted by an individual … in a particular situation is a combination of the
way in which that person experiences learning and the way that he or she experi-
ences the situation’ (p. 47). Carr and Claxton (2004) make a similar point about
individuals’ tendencies to respond or learn in certain ways. Their view is that per-
sonal learning dispositions such as resilience and playfulness are closely linked to
the perceived opportunities and constraints in each new setting.

This moves us towards a position in which an understanding of classroom learn-
ing requires attention to a complex range of psychological factors including the
learner’s experience, other people’s beliefs and the nature of the task and situation,
together with certain processes which are not consciously available, such as the
workings of the brain. Not least there is the crucial element of how we talk about
all of these. This set of interconnecting factors is not easily encompassed in one
theoretical framework. However, this is not to say that alternative views of learning
cannot be weighed up against each other to check for complements and contradic-
tions in their teaching implications and the underlying aims and values which they
embody. For instance, behaviourist approaches work very well in enabling the
acquisition of certain skills and factual knowledge in a step-by-step way, but they
cannot be used exclusively in an education system which also values social partic-
ipation, creativity, critical reflection and understanding as learning outcomes.

Social constructivist views of learning acknowledge the cultural value given to
different educational outcomes as well as focusing on the interplay between the
individual and the group that leads to cognitive growth and cultural affiliation
(Bruner, 1996: 153). Engeström’s (2005) often cited analysis of the activity sys-
tem highlights the relations between not only the participants, the immediate
focus of the activity, the goals, motives and the tools in use, but also the wider
community, the division of labour, and the social rules, norms and values. There is
a need also to understand interacting activity systems and the multiple voices and
dialogues evident in these networks, bearing in mind that consensus is unlikely
and even undesirable for learning and progress to take place. As Wells (1999:
235) points out, this model of culturally embedded activity
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draws attention to possible points of leverage in the attempt to overcome the
encapsulated nature of schooling. For example, changing the nature of the
rules that prescribe the sorts of ‘actions’ that participants engage in and their
intended outcomes, modifying the division of labor, or valuing other semiotic
tools in addition to written texts, all create quite different ‘activity systems,’
and ones that may encourage rather than resist student initiative and creativity.

This perspective gives a powerful and constructive way of thinking about inclu-
sive learning and teaching as intimately to do with the ways in which educational
activity is conceived, the perceptions of opportunities and constraints in the
school setting, and the employment of particular tools and operations which allow
participants to achieve the desired educational goals. Wells’ reference (p. 233) to
the activity theory distinction between conscious ‘actions’ and automatic, well-
practised ‘operations’ is also important if practices that have become routine are
serving to confirm the marginalisation and exclusion of particular pupils. In this
case conscious rethinking is required for teachers to extend the teaching and
learning repertoire, drawing not only on a personal commitment to inclusion but
also explicit support within the school and beyond.

The collective experience of classroom cognition,
communication and learning: 
a situated, distributed, multimodal and dialogic
process

In the light of the social constructivist perspective outlined above, classroom learn-
ing has both cognitive and communicative elements (integrated with other facets of
learning, such as the nature of motivation, classroom relationships and emotional
processes). These will be discussed next in terms of the overlapping concepts of
‘situated cognition’, ‘distributed intelligence’, ‘dialogic teaching’ and ‘multimodal
communication’. No claims can be made in this chapter to cover these areas of
research and thinking in the detail that they deserve, and the terms themselves are
used in different ways in the literature. The aim is rather to present some significant
examples of writing in each area as a basis for establishing how these strands of
thinking might both represent and promote inclusive learning and teaching.

Situated cognition

‘Situated cognition’ expresses the idea that, as Donaldson (1978) showed in relation
to Piagetian assessments of children’s cognitive development, some aspects of
knowledge and certain cognitive strategies are closely connected to the situation in
which they are learned, used and assessed. A familiar educational example is Nunes
et al.’s (1993) research on the mathematical skills of Brazilian street children, who
showed far greater powers of calculation in the everyday activities of buying and
selling than they did with the same type of mathematical problem in the formal
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school setting. Ceci (1996) refers to the different types of anthropological and
experimental research evidence about cognitive performance in different contexts,
making a case for challenging IQ-related models of fixed intelligence.

The educational implications of situated cognition tend to focus on the value of
placing classroom tasks in a ‘real context’, however this is not just to do with
glossing, say, an abstract mathematical problem in terms of an imaginary shop-
ping activity. The point is to exploit situated cognition by using real-world and
purposeful activities to engage pupils, to employ what they may have learned in
different contexts, and in this way to develop higher level cognitive skills like rea-
soning and problem-solving. This involves enabling children’s active engagement
in the real-life experience of project work directly connected to the concerns of
the pupils, school and local community. Particular opportunities for this may fall
within certain cross-curricular areas such as the arts, environmental studies,
sports activities and citizenship.

The implications of situated cognition also extend to the physical and social
context of learning. Fuhrer (2004) describes how children cultivate particular
behaviour settings which allow them to interact in ways that support their self-
growth, and he presents some empirical evidence of adolescents’ preferences for
leisure time settings of medium physical variability combined with high openness
and choice of activity. Most schools would score low on both physical variability
and programme openness, therefore affording less opportunity for children’s
active self-development. However, in any academic context learners inevitably
exploit environmental resources to reduce the mental effort required for extended
problem-solving and knowledge acquisition (Pea, 1996: 63). In addition to the
help of other people and typical classroom resources like pencil and paper for
note-taking, the classroom may also include representations of symbolic tools
like algorithms, scripts and rules in the form of classroom displays, textbooks and
other written reminders of previous learning. Both the physical features of the
classroom and the beliefs about what is allowed and expected in that context are
important for learning (Kershner, 2000). The point is that the classroom itself may
be designed in a way that helps or hinders learning, according to its perceived
‘affordances’ (Norman, 1998; Gibson, 1979), i.e. the opportunities and con-
straints it appears to provide which enable individual pupils both to engage in
productive learning activities and to demonstrate what they already know.

Distributed intelligence

Closely connected to situated cognition is the notion of ‘distributed intelligence’.
This emphasises the social and ‘distributed’ nature of learning and intelligence, in
which thinking and learning is seen as a partnership between the individual, other
people involved and the cultural tools in use, including language (Bruner, 1996).
Situated cognition is primarily descriptive in showing how thinking is tied to the
social and physical environment, but distributed intelligence indicates the implica-
tions of this for human activity. Pea (1996) conceives distributed intelligence as a
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phenomenon that emerges from people’s desires and motivations to achieve certain
goals. Intelligence is therefore seen as a process of people in action rather than an
individual capacity for learning, i.e. it is ‘… accomplished rather than possessed’
(p. 50). This involves calling on the resources in the environment to help with tasks
like remembering, reasoning, problem-solving and creating. As noted above, the
social and physical environment offers tools which help to offload and enhance the
thinking involved. The important human element is that tools that have been
designed or adapted for use ‘… literally carry intelligence in them, in that they rep-
resent some individual’s or some community’s decision that the means thus offered
should be reified, made stable, as a quasi-permanent form, for use by others’ (p. 53).
Therefore a child’s use of a computer, for instance, offers a sophisticated means of
engaging with the knowledge and experience of the original designer in addition to
the immediate support and mediation of the teacher and classroom peers.

The idea that intelligence and knowledge can be distributed across space and
time does not mean that all thinking is distributed and that individuals lack any ‘in-
the-head’ cognitive repertoire – a sort of ‘situational determinism’ (Salomon,
1996: 133). The social constructivist premise is that children and teachers collec-
tively contribute to the building of knowledge in the immediate classroom setting
and subsequently in the future activities and contexts to which they disperse.
Salomon (pp. 122–3) describes the reciprocal relations between the individual
learner and the shared thinking evident in collective activities. He argues that
classroom activities like the use of computer writing-guidance programs (which
incidentally incorporate the thinking of the software designer) not only enhance
the quality of an individual pupil’s work in particular lessons; the experience also
leaves ‘cognitive residues’ in the individual learner’s mind which can be brought to
the next writing task in a spiralling process of development. This opens up the pos-
sibility of everyone (including the teacher) learning something new simply by
participating together in classroom activities, and individual contributions to
knowledge may not be identifiable. Distributed intelligence, as with other psycho-
logical models of intelligence has both a conceptual and metaphorical importance,
and the related implications for teaching and assessment are considerable.

Dialogic teaching

The detailed analysis of teacher–pupil dialogue is central to sociocultural views of
learning, and it has proved useful in developing interactive, responsive teaching for
pupils identified with specific ‘learning disabilities’ (Kraker, 2000) and pupils in
general (Mercer, 2000; Wells, 1999). One example of a broad pedagogical approach
which focuses on classroom talk is Alexander’s (2005) notion of ‘dialogic teaching’.
The central principle developed by Alexander is that children’s talk is at the heart of
their thinking and learning. However its apparent ease and familiarity for most peo-
ple, and its transitory nature, can result in it being given less reflection, attention and
educational status than writing. Alexander’s point is that talk is not simply an ele-
ment of the curriculum, but it has a pedagogical role which reaches across the

Learning in inclusive classrooms  59



curriculum. Alexander draws on different types of evidence to justify this position,
including psychological views about the dynamic connections between thought and
language, as exemplified by Vygotsky’s work, together with more recent indications
from neuroscientific studies of early brain development. Sociological research has
provided evidence of the kinds of language used in different contexts, and the asso-
ciated patterns of relationship and power: ‘… if we want children to talk to learn –
as well as learn to talk – then what they say probably matters more than what teach-
ers say’ (Alexander, 2005: 24).

The teacher’s role is to draw out and support children in their talking, using
techniques to help the children to express and develop their ideas. Alexander
points out that this is a dialectic process in which the teacher genuinely engages in
conversation with children and takes some responsibility for explaining his or her
own views as well as guiding the children to sustain their own arguments. To sum-
marise, Alexander’s argument is that dialogic teaching advances children’s
learning, confidence and engagement in the classroom. It is:

● collective – teachers and children address learning tasks together, whether as
a group or a class, rather than in isolation;

● reciprocal – teachers and children listen to each other, share ideas and con-
sider alternative viewpoints;

● supportive – children articulate their ideas freely, without fear of embarrass-
ment over ‘wrong’ answers; and they help each other to reach common
understandings;

● cumulative – teachers and children build on their own and others’ ideas and
chain them into coherent lines of thinking and enquiry;

● purposeful – teachers plan and facilitate dialogic teaching with particular
educational goals in view (p. 26).

A further point made by Alexander, which has particular relevance to inclusive
education, is that the skills that children develop through their experience of dia-
logic teaching – listening, attending, responding to others, articulating questions,
presenting and evaluating ideas, arguing and justifying points of view – are cen-
tral to citizenship. So the dialogic teaching approach is not ‘content free’ in the
sense that it is simply a way of teaching anything. It rather embodies a way of
thinking about education and an associated set of principles and values which
may not only typify inclusive learning but also require and promote it – bearing in
mind the affective processes also involved (Skidmore, 2006).

Multimodal communication

The focus on teacher–pupil dialogue can be usefully extended to include other
modes of communication in classroom activity. Kress et al. (2001), focusing on
the science classroom, propose that language is ‘… simply one of several
modes through which the business of science is done, by the teacher or by the
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students’ (p. 1). They conceive the various modes – language, image, gesture
and action – as affording different opportunities for active meaning-making.
Their detailed analyses of science lessons shed light on how different pupils
who have apparently experienced the same lesson may draw on different com-
municative resources to produce texts with images and writing which
demonstrate distinctly different understandings of the science learning in which
they are engaged.

This approach to analysing the multimodal aspects of communication and
knowledge representation may help to deal constructively with the question of
whether pupils have particular ‘cognitive styles’ or ‘learning preferences’ which
can and should be accommodated by adapting and individualising the teaching
approach. The idea that children may be ‘visual’, ‘auditory’ or ‘kinaesthetic’
learners, for instance, translates the mutual process of dynamic, multimodal com-
munication to a fixed characteristic and capacity of each child involved. The
broad idea that different learning styles exist has recently had a powerful influ-
ence in education, with programmes being developed to support teaching
responses (e.g. Smith et al., 2003). The approach has even been extended to apply
to whole groups of children such as boys and girls, although the evidence sug-
gests that caution is needed. For example, in their research on school-based
strategies for raising boys’ achievement, Younger and Warrington (2005) found
difficulties in the precise measurement of preferred learning styles, which in any
case seem to change over time and in different contexts. Classroom activities can-
not easily be identified as one style or another, and the teacher’s intentions may
not be experienced similarly by the pupils. However it was clear in this project
that focusing on ‘learning styles’ to talk about learning did have positive effects
on pupils’ motivation, confidence and self-awareness, and on teachers’ creative
planning, teaching and assessment.

Coffield et al. (2004) discuss both the appeal of the learning styles model and
the objections to it, based on their extensive survey of the available literature and
evidence relating to the post-16 sector. Some of the main appeal lies in the
promise the notion of learning style offers to practitioners faced with the complex
task of teaching diverse groups of students, and the associated possibility of
redefining ‘learning difficulties’ as the results of a mismatched approach to teach-
ing. Coffield et al. also note that learning styles have been used as the basis for
constructive dialogues about learning between teachers and learners, enhancing
the motivation and metacognitive understanding of both. Coffield et al. divide the
critics of ‘learning styles’ into two main camps: those who accept the basic
premises of attempting to measure individual learning styles but find current
models inadequate according to accepted psychometric criteria, and those who
reject all the assumptions about the very possibility of quantitative measurement
based on subjective, general and decontextualised judgements using self-report
questionnaires which have become overcommercialised in test materials and
training. Practically there are dangers in labelling learners as falling into certain
types, in spite of warnings from the original theorists and test designers. One of
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Coffield et al.’s main contentions is that most learning style models are limited to
teaching rather than to pedagogy – the latter being a notion which ‘… encom-
passes the performance of teaching together with the theories, beliefs, policies
and controversies that inform and shape it’ (Alexander, 2000: 540). However in
spite of the confusion and lack of consensus in the learning styles field, Coffield
et al. do not call for it to be abandoned. They identify a need for further research
on certain promising models identified in their evaluation – a process which, as
they point out, would involve bringing together different concepts and traditions
of research in psychology, sociology and education.

Conclusion: teaching and learning in inclusive
classrooms

To summarise, there is a growing body of psychological evidence which suggests
that certain processes of thinking and learning are embedded or situated in particu-
lar contexts and activities. In school, knowledge is shared between pupils and
teachers, supported by the lines of communication and other tools available in the
classroom learning environment. The emerging challenge for inclusive learning and
teaching is to explore the educational relevance of particular mutual influences and
‘transactions’ (cf. Sameroff, 1995) which take place over time involving an inter-
play between factors relating to the child, the school and the wider social and
cultural context. This mirrors the ‘bio-psycho-social’ frameworks which have been
applied to understand phenomena like attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder diag-
noses, in which environmental and experiential factors mediate between a
biological predisposition and the behavioural manifestations in particular settings
(Cooper, 2005: 128). Sociocultural thinking as outlined above suggests that children
and adults participate in many different activity systems, bringing their knowledge
and experience to each new encounter. Learning, in turn, creates new knowledge
amongst the participants and changes the knowledge that each takes away. This is a
dynamic system in which disturbances and contradictions are both common and
necessary to maintain activity and the development of knowledge.

This perspective on learning potentially supports the development of inclusive
education, when efforts are made to provide children with access, welcome and
cognitive support and to ensure that the pupils also perceive it in these ways.
However, as mentioned earlier in the chapter, there are some tensions between the
shared and individual aspects of classroom learning. In practice teachers’ priori-
ties necessarily shift between responding to the changing needs of individuals and
to whole groups of pupils, as emerged clearly in studies of gender and special
school teaching for example (Kershner, 2005). So how do individual pupils learn
to shift identities, transfer their knowledge between different activities and con-
texts, and contribute to the development of new ideas and skills with other
people? The apparent ‘fixing’ of certain children’s intellectual capabilities is one
of the main barriers to inclusion, so flexibility is required if inclusive learning is
to have power and sustainability beyond the immediate classroom environment.
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Oversimplified understandings of situated and distributed perspectives on
thinking and learning are in danger of losing sight of the individual learner as a
developing person with metacognitive self-awareness and self-regulation, agency,
control, and transferable knowledge and skills. If learning is too closely tied to the
situation, to other people and to the mode in which information is communicated
then we might wonder what the individual learner can take forward to the next
activity and learning challenge, especially if carrying an experience of failure
with them. It is hard to imagine a version of inclusion that does not also aim to
support individual pupils’ growing independence and autonomy as lifelong learn-
ers in and out of school. This is where the importance of talking about learning
emerges strongly, as does the use of combinations of teaching strategies for spe-
cific purposes. For instance, Gersten et al. (2001) describe how the transfer of
learning can be supported by the explicit teaching of concepts and procedures
alongside the introduction of relevant and purposeful activities that engage
pupils. This combined approach also applies to complex tasks like learning to
read, with the textual demands of decoding print and understanding meaning. The
use of combined teaching strategies is not unusual for teachers, but more research
is needed on explicit and targeted combinations for pupils currently identified as
having special educational needs (Davis and Florian, 2004).

In the end I would argue that inclusive education will benefit from a view of the
classroom as a place that both embodies and supports learning for a diverse range of
learners. If factors like politics, resources, organisational systems, social attitudes
and personal preferences mean that certain children are excluded from participating
in classroom and school activity, then the activity setting changes. The inevitable
result is that the psychological processes, experiences and outcomes of teaching and
learning are qualitatively different for all involved. The point is that inclusive prac-
tice does not just support marginal and potentially disaffected pupils, but that these
and all the other pupils are collectively the embodiment of inclusive educational
activity without which a study of inclusion cannot make sense. Schools have to
develop general structures and procedures to support pupils’ learning, but individ-
ual pupils bring their own knowledge, skills, preferences and motivations into each
new classroom activity. This diversity contributes to a dynamic and creative process
of teaching and learning that maintains the school as a healthy educational context
while promoting all pupils’ learning in often unpredictable ways.
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Chapter 6

The psychology of inclusion
The emotional dimension

Isobel Urquhart

Introduction

The justifications for inclusive education consistently include reference to the
detrimental effects of discriminations in educating students on, for example, their
self-concept, motivation and educational achievement. In this chapter, I argue that
any account of inclusive practices must address the emotional dimension – that is
how it feels to be excluded from the learning community by reason of the barriers
to access and learning in that context. My own commitment to doing so is firmly
related to what I perceive as the teacher’s primary task: to support children’s and
young people’s learning. An interest in emotions, therefore, is in the service of
ensuring that all students gain full access to learning and achievement through
inclusive educational policies and practice. As Booth and Ainscow (2002) argue,
‘Learning from attempts to overcome barriers to the access and participation of
particular students [contributes to] changes for the benefit of students more wide-
ly’. This view of inclusion implies its relevance to all learners and their
entitlement to belong within an educational community on equal terms.

A growing number of publications offer teachers and therapists advice about
counselling pupils in school contexts, and school counsellors are more widely
employed by schools and some local education authorities (LEAs) than at any time
in the past (Baginsky, 2004). However, this will not be the focus of the chapter, for
the reason, as Daniels (2001: 113) argues, that ‘successful schools are those which
understand the need to integrate perspectives on cognitive and emotional develop-
ment in their planning of teaching and learning’. This approach extends far beyond
pathologising and then alleviating the emotional difficulties of some individual
learners, and it requires us to consider the wider educational context within which
the personal emotional experiences of learning and relationships of all students are
embedded. In this way too, inclusion must shift from its traditional focus on
responding to emotional difficulties seemingly ‘presented’ by the child identified
with special educational needs, to encompass the development of inclusive strate-
gies and classroom practices that acknowledge the importance of the affective
dimension to learning and teaching for all (Slee, 2001). It further requires a critical
understanding that inclusive school-based strategies and classroom practices are



themselves compromised by aspects of current systems of education and policy.
Educational systems have emotional impact – in the pedagogies and educational
practices these policies afford as well as in the classroom dynamics experienced
by both learners and teachers. Thus, it is essential not only to understand the
individual’s personal experience and its early origins and interactions with fam-
ily members and children and teachers in school, but also to recognise how these
are nested within wider systems. An ecological perspective on inclusion
(Bronfenbrenner, 1989) allows us consider the emotional dimension at personal,
interpersonal and structural levels, bearing in mind the web of interconnecting
systems and mutual influences involved in linking the child, classroom, school,
neighbourhood and family with the wider community. The chapter draws on psy-
chodynamic approaches which have nowadays moved from the traditional focus
on the individual psyche and interpersonal relations to extend this perspective
into the public domain, including the field of education (Davou, 2002;
Greenhalgh, 1994; Hughes and James, 1999; Park, 2000; Salzberger-Wittenberg
et al., 1983; Weiss, 2002a, 2002b). This not only reflects a welcome and growing
interest in understanding and supporting the emotional lives of young learners
generally, but it is also a response to increasing concerns about rising numbers of
exclusions, diagnoses of childhood depression and other perceived pressures on
children’s mental wellbeing, with wide implications for developing inclusive
educational practice.

The personal: children’s learning and emotional
growth

It is a truism that cognition and emotion are indivisible, an ‘intricately bound
developmental process’ (Bell and Wolfe, 2004). As Daniels (2001: 113) points
out, ‘children do not think in the absence of how they feel’. Constructivist theo-
ries of learning, which emphasise the active construction of the meaningfulness
of experience by individuals, acknowledge this indivisibility. Both Piaget
(1952) and Vygotsky (1962/86) recognised that emotion and cognition were
‘indissociable’, as Piaget put it, and both acknowledged that to separate cogni-
tion from emotion gave a false impression of the cognitive process. Piaget’s
concept of assimilation, for example, depends upon a child having an internal
organising structure that is sufficiently developed, both cognitively and emo-
tionally, to incorporate unfamiliar experience. Vygotsky (1962/1986: 10)
explained that the separation of cognition from emotion erroneously ‘makes the
thought process appear as an autonomous flow of thoughts thinking themselves,
segregated from the fullness of life, from the personal needs and interests, the
inclinations and impulses of the thinker’. Le Cornu and Collins (2004) have
recently adopted this constructivist conceptual framework to argue that such an
approach to learning provides the theoretical basis for building more opportuni-
ties for pupils and teachers to feel included within the education process,
emphasising the importance of dialogue.
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What is sometimes missing from such accounts, however, is the acknowledge-
ment that these elements are not always consciously available to us for reflection
(Damasio, 2002; Davou, 2002). The psychodynamic tradition, committed to the
idea that not all mental functioning is conscious, constantly reminds us of the
workings and impact on our behaviour of the unconscious. The unconscious or
non-conscious part of our mental activity includes that which cannot be regulated
because it cannot be called to mind; that is to say, it cannot be consciously
reflected on or thought about. Clearly, learning depends upon being able to think,
and to be conscious of one’s thoughts, and one shared purpose of teaching and
psychodynamic therapy is to expand the capacity of the individual learner to over-
come barriers to thinking, and thus to learning. This is clearly encapsulated in
Claxton’s argument that the process of learning requires us to move from a place
of ‘knowing’ through a period of not-knowing and on to a new place where we
once again ‘know’, where he gives some indication of the emotional repercus-
sions of this process:

Learning of whatever kind is an adventure … A problem exists for which
there is no ready-made solution … The effect of what one does next is uncer-
tain … The continuous engagement which learning requires may be
dangerous. The urge to withdraw and protect yourself becomes stronger.

(Claxton, 2000, cited in Murray, 2005: 4)

Educational therapists such as Murray (2005) or Greenhalgh (1994) explain that it
follows that being a successful learner depends on acquiring the capacity to toler-
ate periods of uncertainty. Most children have had sufficient positive experiences
in their early lives, especially in those earliest social interactions with their main
caregiver that are the focus of attachment theory, that they can tolerate the level of
anxiety involved in not knowing – they have some resilience when faced with
uncertainty (Urquhart, 2000). However, some children have not had that kind of
early experience and this tolerance does not develop so well. Situations that evoke
uncertainty or a state of unknowing can be experienced as an intolerable threat to
a child’s psychic integrity. When children appear unwilling to learn, therefore, it
may be not so much about a conscious rejection of learning as a wish not to have
to experience the uncomfortable feelings and anxiety aroused by the learning
process (Murray, 2005: 5).

Defences against learning

‘Uncomfortable feelings’ does nothing to convey just how intolerably anxious,
hopeless or frustrated we sometimes feel, faced with a learning environment
and/or a task that takes us out of the security of the certainties we are used to,
whether these are social or cognitive. These feelings, which are faced by both
learners and their teachers, can be completely overwhelming at times, preventing
us from thinking rationally and hindering our capacity to internalise and represent
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experience and therefore to think about it. For some children, this is their everyday
experience in school.

Psychodynamic theory suggests that the quality of one’s earliest emotionally
driven social interactions continues to influence later emotional growth and
development, and is all the more powerful for having developed pre-verbally.
When psychological anxiety, sometimes occurring in the very earliest social
interactions as part of the attachment processes, becomes too much to bear, indi-
viduals protect themselves against conscious awareness of it by ‘denying’ it
access to conscious awareness. When later experiences are non-consciously per-
ceived as similar, however, the pattern of defensive and protective response is
re-evoked: the individual again adopts behaviours and emotional responses that
defend against conscious experience of the re-evoked painful and unsoothable
feelings initially associated with an earlier experience. An emotional defence is
thus a protective response to a situation that evokes, often at a non-conscious
level, a long-standing anxiety. In the psychodynamic world, the ensuing behav-
iour is called ‘acting out’ in order to recognise its emotional origins. It is these
defensive turns, not easily available to conscious reflection, that exacerbate prob-
lems with emotional well-being in the classroom, ‘acted out’ in behaviours that
are often disturbing to the teacher and the class. One particular defence, ‘projec-
tion’, is worth considering in more detail because an understanding of its
dynamics can help teachers to interpret and thus intervene more effectively – and
therefore in a more inclusive way – when it creates barriers to learning.
Projection, as a concept, attempts to describe and explain our own emotional
experience of other people’s acted-out defensive behaviours. For example, pupils’
attention seeking and avoidance activities such as running out of the room, or for-
getting homework or instructions, can be experienced by the teacher as a
personally felt sense of low self-efficacy, that is, experienced as a personal evalu-
ation of her own emotional state, as ‘not knowing what to do’ or ‘not being able to
teach’. Thus, she experiences the feeling of uncertainty as her own, rather than
that of the learner.

Such defences keep the child at an emotional distance from other people. They
preserve an illusory sense of feeling safe from the threat, but they also prevent
further change, i.e. learning, either social or academic, from occurring. They can,
however, be reinterpreted by the perceptive teacher as non-verbal attempts to
communicate that which cannot be expressed verbally because it cannot be
brought to conscious attention.

It is important to add that emotional defences and projections are not simply
‘symptoms’ that define the pathology of some individual children. Inclusive prac-
tice also involves understanding the reactive behaviours of any and all learners
and developing our capacity to imaginatively understand how learning itself is a
risk that may be exacerbated or alleviated by policies, pedagogical practices,
school and classroom climate, the teacher’s own resilience and self-efficacy as
well as the child’s capacity to own and regulate his or her emotions.
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The interpersonal: teachers and learners

Most teachers take it for granted that there needs to be a positive emotional rela-
tionship between the teacher and the learner in order to build the fundamental
trust necessary for any learning to occur. The capacity to empathise with the emo-
tional experiences of learners in the classroom is an important aspect of the
teacher’s professional social competence, enabling him or her to not only antici-
pate what needs to be done to create an inclusive learning environment, but also to
make ongoing fine adjustments and sensitive decisions while teaching. In this
context, understanding our own feelings about learners and colleagues, how these
arise and what they tell us about the learning situation and the learners them-
selves, is part of the emotional dimension to inclusive practice.

In their extensive review of the literature on teachers’ attitudes towards inte-
gration and inclusion, Avramidis and Norwich (2002) showed that whilst attitudes
were generally positive, the nature and severity of children’s needs strongly influ-
enced teachers’ disposition towards inclusive practices. In a related study, Poulou
and Norwich (2002: 128) found that negative feelings were negatively associated
with intentions to help the children who elicit these feelings. That is, in their
analysis of teachers’ responses to vignettes of the behaviour of children identified
with emotional and behavioural difficulties, they found that ‘the more negative
their feelings (anger, irritation, indifference) for these children, the less they were
inclined to help them’. Poulou and Norwich go on to argue, however, that an
inclusive policy can help to prevent some of the well-known effects of low teacher
expectancy and self-fulfilling prophecies that such emotional reactions can elicit
(Chaplain, 2003).

Poulou and Norwich suggest that while it is unrealistic to expect teachers to
‘freeze’ their feelings, ‘it would be more desirable for them to learn to control those
negative feelings and not allow them to influence their teaching role’ (p. 128).
Nonetheless, as the authors acknowledge and this chapter has suggested, the insight
into and regulation of one’s feelings is a complex process, not readily accessible to
conscious awareness and thus not easy to control. In order to improve inclusive
practice, therefore, teachers need some means of understanding the relationships
they have with their classes and with individual students that helps them to think
about, clarify and resolve how the affective dimension to learning and teaching can
create barriers to inclusion, including their attitudes to certain kinds of students and
educational needs. With that insight, teachers may then feel more enabled to effect
changes towards a more inclusive pedagogy.

An understanding of the psychodynamic concept of ‘transference’ may be
helpful in overcoming some of the barriers to inclusion described above.
Transference can be defined as the ‘experiencing of feelings … toward a person
in the present that are inappropriate to that person and are a repetition, a displace-
ment, originating [in] significant persons of early childhood’ (Greenson, 1978,
cited in Weiss, 2002b: 109). As Salzberger-Wittenberg et al. (1983) rightly point
out, this can be a positive transferential experience, as when children interact with
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their teachers warmly and with affection, and are able to ‘use’ the teacher’s role in
the classroom to learn effectively. However, Greenhalgh (1994: 55), describing
transference in the classroom, captures the feeling of the negative transference for
teachers: ‘it is as if the teacher catches the flak originally associated with some-
one else’. It can be a defensive process, ‘providing an illusory sense of security,
rather than confronting a difficulty’. In the transference situations described in
educational contexts by psychodynamic theorists such as Salzberger-Wittenberg
et al. (1983), Greenhalgh (1994), Weiss (2002a, 2002b) or Geddes (2003), people
often do not ‘know’ what causes them to react and behave towards a situation or a
person. This is so for both children and teachers in the classroom.

While a child may deal with the frustrations of learning through self-worth
protection strategies that place the ‘uselessness’ outside oneself, e.g. ‘this work is
stupid’, such defensive strategies may also include an unconscious transferential
projection of how useless adults are for putting things right or at meeting the
demands for a learning task that does not threaten his or her self-worth (e.g. by
telling the teacher she or he is stupid). Teachers’ implicit reactions to feeling use-
less may lead them to more and more frenzied attempts to alleviate the anxious
feelings aroused by this transferential demand. Such attempts could include pro-
viding less and less challenging work that the pupil can accept, as just one
example of a response intended to be responsive to the pupil but that is ultimately
excluding in its effects.

An ‘emotionally holding’ environment

Greenhalgh (1994: 107) offers teachers detailed advice about managing the emo-
tional impact of learning for children with emotional difficulties. He describes the
provision of ‘emotional holding’ as:

a set of processes that unfold over time when adults can be relied on to be
sympathetically attentive to the difficult and intensely felt emotions experi-
enced by children that prevent them learning and moving forward from their
defensive, ‘stuck’ feelings and behaviours.

Without this support, vulnerable children’s capacity for positive relationships,
emotional growth and learning is impeded by the impact of their anxieties and
emotionally defensive behaviour. However, it is my view that this process is not
just part of an expert response to children with emotional difficulties but is an
essential and often intuitive response on the part of teachers to mediating the
emotional climate of learning. The argument of this chapter suggests that, more
widely adopted and articulated as part of community knowledge, the processes of
emotional holding could help to dismantle some of the barriers to inclusive prac-
tice. Ideally, they form part of the ongoing, socially interactive ways in which a
teacher tolerates and mediates the experience of difficult feelings for all learners
and creates a learning environment that is physically and psychologically safe,
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with rules, rituals and routines that help to create a predictable environment
(Chaplain, 2003). Furthermore, the teacher’s ongoing warmth and commitment
towards each individual student, her awareness of transference reactions, and her
ability to enter imaginatively into the emotional experience of the pupils’ learning
all form part of what enables her to contain the anxiety evoked by learning, to
‘hold in mind’ the emotionally charged meanings that children attach to the learn-
ing process. In addition, emotional holding includes the various means of
mediating the curriculum and managing classroom processes that inform her
planning and responsiveness when teaching. It may also include explicit curricu-
lar teaching about and fostering of emotions, via programmes like circle time
(Mosely, 1996) and nurture groups (Bennathan and Boxall, 2000).

In their study of the role of affect in learning, LeCornu and Collins (2004: 29)
found that, when the social and learning environment provides a psychologically
secure space, children were ‘prepared to “risk themselves” by attempting to
extend their knowledge and change the way they think and behave’. This emo-
tionally holding environment necessarily requires the teacher to mediate the
curriculum:

Much depends on the teacher’s skill here in establishing the sorts of class-
room interactions which enable ‘learning conversations’ between teacher and
children and amongst the children themselves. Such conversations allow for
meaningful dialogue which helps children makes sense of their learning.

(LeCornu and Collins, 2004)

Learning conversations among teachers

An understanding of the emotional dimension to learning and teaching necessarily
includes taking teachers’ emotional responses to their work and to the children seri-
ously. When teachers were given the opportunity to share their stories of classroom
experiences (Ainscow et al. 2003: 236) they were shown to be able to develop co-
operative and creative ways of helping to make classes more inclusive. A group of
teachers who work in the same school could, for example, come to appreciate how
children’s emotional communications reveal the impact of the learning task or
learning situation on learners – resulting in more imaginative and inclusive adjust-
ments in their school and classroom practices (Hanko, 2003; Murray, 2005).

Gerda Hanko pioneered work in setting up teachers’ groups in schools, where
teachers bring case examples of students who were giving cause for concern for
collective consideration. She recognised, however, the need to respond to the
emotional dimension that cannot be ignored when encouraging teachers who
work together to share practice. The group dynamics involved in asking a group
of teachers who work with each other every day to share their classroom practice
with their colleagues can, even today when teaching is an increasingly visible
activity, be threatening and may be subverted in all sorts of ways.
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In some ways, such meetings allow the sharing of practice – and I argue the
affective dimension to such practice – that might potentially meet the observa-
tion that ‘in discussions of pedagogy we lack those middle level concepts with
which teachers’ knowledge might be shared, used and developed’ (Greeno et al.,
1996, cited in Daniels, 2001). Daniels (2001) goes on to argue that ‘if these
middle level concepts are to be developed, this is most likely to occur at the sites
of practice in conversations about practice’. Middle level concepts, in contrast
to universalist psychological theories that a priori do not take account of socio-
cultural contexts, might thus be said to include detailed and theorised
articulations of learning situations as communities of practice (Wenger, 1998),
and of what counts as ‘community knowledge’. Current interest in conversa-
tions draws on similar ideas about communities of practice and so relates to the
work of Ainscow et al. (2003: 227) who argue that the development of inclusive
practices involves collaborative working arrangements ‘which can [encourage]
engagement with various forms of evidence that interrupt [implicit] ways of
thinking’.

The structural: educational systems

While the chapter has so far discussed some of the personally felt dilemmas aroused
by learning, and the negotiation of the learning process in relation to teachers, it is
important to place these processes within the larger structures of educational sys-
tems and policies and their impact on the affective dimension to teaching and
learning. Children who are ‘vulnerable in our education systems … depend on the
efficacy of education for their progress, in contrast to the more resilient members,
who can draw on their own resources to compensate for the inadequacies in the sys-
tem’ (Wedell, 2005: 3). By implication, Wedell’s discussion of inclusion in terms of
the systems of education we put in place acknowledges an emotional dimension
since the capacity for resilience to an adverse psychosocial environment is a process
of emotional regulation. Given the levels of distress, anxiety and assaults to their
self-esteem that children sometimes experience as a result of exclusionary practices
in their schools, Wedell is right to focus our attention on why we have designed sys-
tems of education in this way. That is to say, systems which exclude the full
participation of some students.

Attention to the affective impact of an education system that is inefficacious for
some cannot simply be a matter of helping some children to find personal
resources with which to overcome the negative emotional impact of schools and
learning – what Wedell refers to as ‘softening the blow’. It should lead us to focus
also on what he describes as the rigidities of the educational system. A number of
commentators have criticised in particular the effects of an explicitly ‘perfor-
mance-based’ education system in terms of children’s unhappiness – presenting
either as a loss or unmet need the children’s (and sometimes the teachers’) emo-
tional wellbeing within the educational experience (McNess et al., 2003). Reay
and Wiliam (1999), for example, found that the process of preparing for and sitting
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the National Curriculum Tests in a growing climate of fear and anxiety affected the
confidence and performance of all the pupils in their study regardless of their
achievement levels. Barton and Slee’s (1999) forthright political critique of inclu-
sion argues that policy imperatives of ‘competition’ and ‘selection’ are
incompatible with inclusion.

In what may be indirect resistance to that assessment-driven education system,
many in the teaching profession are turning towards ways of making the emo-
tional dimension an explicit part of the curriculum. Increasingly, they advocate
the need to teach or otherwise ensure ‘emotional intelligence’ (EI) or ‘emotional
literacy’ (EL). Although the terms are widely and confidently used by schools and
teachers as if they referred to some established concept, it is still somewhat pre-
mature to assume the term has construct validity or that there is firm evidence of
a directional and causal relationship between academic or social performance in
schools and the various interventions intended to promote such emotional intelli-
gence. Petrides et al. (2004), for example, noted the need to more carefully define
the construct in psychological terms, noting that conceptual distinctions between
ability EI and trait EI lead to differences in measurement methods that have
important consequences for operationalising the concept. Notwithstanding the
problematic nature of the concept of emotional intelligence, however, it may not
be necessary to embrace the full emotional literacy programme in order to include
opportunities in classrooms and school for overt and specific conversation about
the emotional aspects of learning. As discussed earlier, such opportunities to talk
about the process of learning may enable students and their teachers to be better
able to understand and tolerate the feelings and uncertainty that are an inevitable
but troubling aspect of the nature of learning.

While this chapter is committed to the importance of the emotional dimension
to inclusive education, we should take care to resist the romanticisation of the
emotional as an automatic ‘antidote’ to exclusionary practices. For example, emo-
tional intelligence programmes may raise unrealistic expectations that they are
sufficient, in themselves, to ensure positive transformational effects on individual
learners’ attitudes to learning and subsequent motivation, behaviour and achieve-
ment. In England, the recent policy initiative, Social and Emotional Aspects of
Learning (SEAL) (DfES, 2005), puts the government’s imprimatur upon this new
focus on the mental health of school students. Their recommendation makes it a
priority that there should be formal (taught) and non-formal ways of ensuring
children’s ‘emotional literacy’ and ‘mental well-being’. Nonetheless, there
remains an oddly amnesiac character to the government’s championing of chil-
dren’s emotional lives, given that the system of education that successive
governments have promoted significantly contributes to a distinct lack of mental
wellbeing for numbers of pupils and colleagues.

Such recommendations for formal teaching to ensure emotional literacy risk
reproducing the customary barriers to inclusion, including a deficit model that
finds that it is only children, and only some children, and certainly not adults or
organisations, whose emotional intelligence or emotional literacy is undeveloped.
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In the process, an uncritical espousal of a syllabus intended to teach or foster
emotional intelligence risks narrowing into a covert attempt to regulate unwanted
behaviours through ‘regulating’ students’ emotional reactions to uncongenial
learning environments experienced as unsafe or excluding.

Government exhortations and emotional literacy programmes seem unaware
that many of the emotional aspects they refer to are not easily made overt or con-
sciously available to teachers or children, and may elicit, in some, powerful
defensive reactions. Before such initiatives can be safely or effectively imple-
mented with children, it is essential that teachers are able to have opportunities to
talk together in a safe and supportive context. There, they can reflect on their own
experiences of the emotional dimension to learning, and to learn together how
students’ defences and teachers’ corresponding anxieties can become entangled
and defeat the primary purpose – to enable students to learn within an inclusive
education system. Ainscow et al. (2003) emphasise that opportunities for teachers
to observe one another’s classroom practice were noticeably associated with
developing more responsive practice, and could be adapted to provide a basis for
a conversation about the affective dimension to teaching and learning. Engaging
in such discussions is inevitably and essentially an emotionally charged experi-
ence, which takes skilful and sensitive care to facilitate. Nevertheless, meetings
where teachers share their experiences can be highly informative, not least in the
way they can replicate the experiences of children in our classrooms, both posi-
tively in terms of experiences of trust and dependency that may develop between
the individual members of the group, and negatively in terms of the defensive
reactions experienced.

Conclusion

No one really doubts the significance of an emotional dimension to learning.
Whether it is the eagerness with which our curiosity drives us to know more, or the
sense of personal satisfaction in achieving mastery, right through to the worries
about how our work will be received by others or our fears about whether we are
stupid, most of us I would guess have at least one memory of how powerfully our
feelings have been involved in the learning process, particularly in our school days.
In this chapter I have attempted to argue that an inclusive school is a learning com-
munity that takes the affective dimension seriously as a significant aspect of
learning. This has been examined at three different levels of experience: the child’s
personal experience of the learning process, and the emotional defences that
might, if not understood, exclude some children; the child within the social organ-
isation of school, where the importance of the relationship between teachers and
their students has been emphasised, and how much is invested, psychodynamically,
in that relationship, for good or ill; and finally, the emotional impact of national
educational systems and policies on the potential for inclusivity of the learning
community, and how ‘softening the blow’ of these on our most vulnerable students
is simply not ambitious enough if we want genuinely inclusive schools.
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I have also argued that understanding key aspects of psychodynamic theory,
such as the role of the unconscious, the important and long-lasting influence of
early emotional experience, and the communication of feelings such as the hopes
and fears around learning through non-verbal and non-conscious means and
transferential relationships can help schools, teachers and others to develop inclu-
sive schools. Further, I have suggested that the ‘learning conversations’ that are
increasingly theorised within a sociocultural context of communities of practice
are an important way forward for inclusion, particularly if they also share and talk
about the feelings of learning and teaching.

Inclusion is a human rights issue that squarely focuses on the entitlement of all
pupils to learn together (Booth and Ainscow, 2002). Commitment to such a value-
based principle of inclusion requires educationalists to focus on common,
universal and inclusive processes and interventions rather than simply identifying
risk and deficit. Separate is not equal. Consistently over time, the poor and the
marginalised have been over-represented in separate, special education. While
separate education exists, there is always a way in which educators can avoid the
imperative to bend their wills to making the learning environment welcoming,
productive and constructive for all students. Nevertheless, while separate educa-
tion is, by definition, exclusionary at structural levels, it has much to contribute in
terms of the quality of its care for the interwoven development of students’ social,
emotional and academic achievement. For example, Barbara Cole (2004), investi-
gating how mothers (who were also teachers) of children with SEN perceived
educational inclusion, found that what counted as inclusion for these
mother–teachers focused on the small and ‘caring’ things that professionals did to
further the ‘feelings’ of inclusion for their children and themselves as parents.
They valued the teachers who ‘tried’ and it was the ‘good faith and effort’ of the
professionals that ultimately mattered to them. By contrast, structurally inclusive
mainstream schools can still create barriers to learning that exclude some students
and have much to learn from colleagues who work with our most vulnerable chil-
dren and young people.

For all children to be genuinely included as fully participating individuals in
their learning process, we need to pay more than lipservice to the challenges and
opportunities that the affective context of inclusion entails. Psychodynamic prac-
tices have notoriously been criticised for simply being a distraction from tackling
the real causes of distress in people’s lives (Smail, 1993). Thus, listening to, giv-
ing voice to, those who are inaudible in the education systems includes the
responsibility to go on to engage with and act upon what we hear from the most
vulnerable and excluded students in the learning community, in order to build
more inclusive educational systems.
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Part 2

Promoting inclusive
learning





Educating students with special needs in general classrooms requires instructional
approaches that promote student achievement and positive social psychological
outcomes. Inclusionary education implies that all students will participate in the
academic and social life of the classroom. The challenge of inclusion is to balance
the diverse learning needs of all students while maintaining a smoothly operating
classroom that teachers can reasonably manage. When properly implemented,
cooperative learning has shown positive benefits for students of diverse abilities
and backgrounds, and is considered by many educational researchers and practi-
tioners to be one of the most important educational interventions for successful
inclusion (Johnson and Johnson, 1989; Kagan et al., 2004; Slavin, 1995).

In the USA, federal legislation established in 1975 (P.L. 94–142) requires that,
to the maximum extent appropriate, all children – including those with disabilities
formerly excluded from school – be placed in the least restrictive environment
(LRE). “Students with disabilities” includes 13 categories of disability, for exam-
ple, autism, hearing impairments, learning disabilities, emotional disturbance,
and mental retardation. The LRE is defined as the setting most like that of nondis-
abled students that also meets the child’s educational needs. More recently, the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, IDEA 2004 (Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act, 2005) stipulates that students with disabilities must
have access to the general education curriculum and to reforms that occur in gen-
eral education at the state, district, and local school levels. Removal of a student
from the general curriculum can only occur when a student’s needs cannot be met
with supplementary support services in the classroom. Any removal from the gen-
eral curriculum must be specifically explained on the student’s Individualized
Education Plan. This change in US law has profound implications for students
with disabilities, because they now are guaranteed access to the curriculum as
opposed to simply access to a place (e.g., general classroom) or a service (e.g.,
speech therapy).

Access to the curriculum is assured for students with learning and behavioural
challenges when appropriate instructional accommodations and modifications
are designed specifically for the student. Two terms often used in the development
of Individualized Education Plans are accommodations and modifications.

Chapter 7

Cooperative learning for
inclusion

JoAnne W. Putnam



“Accommodations” (also referred to as adaptations) have been defined as a ser-
vice or support to help a student fully access the instruction as well as validly
demonstrate what he or she knows (Nolet and McLaughlin, 2005, p. 71).
Alterations are made in the way instruction is delivered or how a student might
respond to instruction as opposed to changes in the content or difficulty of the
curriculum. For example, a student with a reading comprehension difficulty may
benefit from working with peers to engage in partner reading, discussing a pas-
sage, and jointly responding to questions. When students need changes in their
learning goals, including subject matter alterations or performance expectations,
it is referred to as modifying the curriculum. For example, a student might work at
a lower grade level in the same content area as his or her fellow students.
Cooperative learning groups provide opportunities for students to work with their
peers to accomplish learning objectives, but they do not preclude the use of indi-
vidual accommodations or modifications during the lesson.

Basic principles of cooperative learning

Cooperative learning involves students working together in pairs or small groups
to achieve academic goals. Researchers have demonstrated that for cooperative
learning to produce high achievement and positive social and psychological out-
comes, certain conditions must be maintained (Johnson and Johnson, 1989;
Slavin, 1990) with key components including positive interdependence, individ-
ual accountability, cooperative skills, simultaneous interaction, and group
reflection.

Positive interdependence, the feeling that group members must work together to
achieve a common goal, is the essence of cooperative learning. It is a “we” as
opposed to a “me” mentality, where students care about one another’s perfor-
mance, and where they coordinate their actions to achieve a mutual goal. Johnson
et al. (1994) have developed strategies for achieving what they refer to as “posi-
tive interdependence,” for example:

1 goal interdependence (i.e., a common goal for the group, a characteristic of
all cooperative learning groups);

2 task interdependence (factory line, dividing the work in a jigsaw);
3 role interdependence (assigning roles to students, such as recorder, reader,

encourager);
4 reward interdependence (working for a group reward, such as free time, extra

points, a certificate, pizza party);
5 resource interdependence (sharing or dividing up materials, information);
6 identity interdependence (group name, motto, flag).

Individual accountability requires that all group members are responsible for
learning the information and contributing to the group goal. A common problem
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with group learning is that one student does the bulk of the work or a student does
not do his or her fair share. “Coasting” or “hitchhiking” on the work of others is
discouraged through various strategies. For example, individual evaluation is
essential in demonstrating that each student has mastered the material. This can
take the form of a daily knowledge check or a weekly quiz. Randomly selecting
students to report the group’s answer or accomplishments or explain the material
encourages accountability. Self-monitoring and reflection is another means for
holding individuals accountable.

Students with learning challenges should be encouraged to be responsible for
learning and contributing to the group in a manner that is consistent with their
ability to learn and contribute. Murray (2002, p. 178) recommended that “the
teacher must ensure that the contributions of the ‘weaker’ members of the group
are genuinely important so that the group’s success cannot be attributed merely to
the work of one or two pupils.” This may require accommodations or modifica-
tions to the cooperative task which do not detract from the group goal yet address
individual needs of special students.

Cooperative skills are encouraged by teachers identifying needed group social
skills and encouraging students to practise the skills in the context of academic
activities. For cooperative groups to function well, children need social skills. More
importantly, they need social skills to succeed in work and life. Teachers can provide
social skill instruction by defining the skills, explaining their importance, demon-
strating the skills, setting up opportunities for practising the skill and providing
students with feedback on their use of the skills. Skills are matched to the develop-
mental level and needs of students, and can be introduced throughout the academic
year. Kagan encourages teachers to feature a “cooperative skill of the month” to
address this critical area of development.

Simultaneous face-to-face interaction promotes positive academic and social
outcomes in cooperative learning situations (Kagan, 1996). Working in small
groups maximizes the opportunity for students to participate actively, discussing
ideas, making decisions, and engaging in negotiations. In traditional classrooms,
discussions and presentations often occur sequentially with one student speaking
or presenting at a time.

Sometimes teachers mistake “individualistic learning – with talking” for coop-
erative learning. For example, working alone on a math problem and then
discussing the answer in a group is not cooperative learning. Glasser (1986) refers
to “genuine” cooperative tasks as those that lend themselves to group-work,
involving interactive discussions and problem solving. If students can more easily
learn the material on their own and would prefer to do so, they should work indi-
vidually. The requirement for face-to-face interaction is compatible with distance
learning and telecommunication systems, and is becoming more common in
American schools.
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Group reflection and goal setting. Students who engage in cooperative activities
are encouraged to reflect on how well they functioned as a team and how well
they achieved the group goal. Kagan identifies six steps of group processing:

1 Students assess their social and academic skills.
2 Students focus on the goals of the lesson.
3 Other groups’ sharing provides another source of self-assessment and ideas.
4 Students work on presentation and listening skills.
5 Students reflect about their progress.
6 The teacher evaluates how well the lesson accomplished the goals.

(Kagan, 1996, p. 6)

Together, teachers and students develop understanding about why groups fare
well or why they sometimes struggle and fail. Groups develop action plans for
improving group functioning and to guide future learning.

When students with disabilities are included in cooperative groups, teachers
design accommodations or modifications in advance. For example, a student with
autism may need a keypad to type responses and social skill instruction to
enhance group participation. His or her criteria for success may be altered to a
lower level, such as receiving 75 percent on the test as opposed to 85 percent mas-
tery expected of most students in the class. Performance assessments that reveal
students’ thinking and learning are also recommended, such as measuring com-
prehension through students’ artwork on a brochure, by soliciting oral responses
to questions, or having the students perform a skit to show understanding of the
Wabanaki culture in the lesson plan example below. (See additional examples of
cooperative learning lesson plans from Putnam, 1997, 1998).
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Cooperative lesson plan
The Wabanakis of Maine and the Maritimes

Ms Wright’s grade eight class is studying the Wabanaki tribes of Maine and
the Canadian Maritime Provinces. She has planned an interdisciplinary the-
matic unit that incorporates study of culture, history, language, and
traditional subsistence. The students are assigned to heterogeneous groups
of four students, or “clans,” to develop a brochure depicting their assigned
Wabanaki clan. Each of the five clans will research a different Wabanaki
tribe (teacher-assigned), to include the Penobscot Nation, Passamaquoddy,
Maliseet, Micmac, and Abenaki tribes. Using books and other resources,
including tribal members, students will prepare an informational brochure
and make a class presentation.
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Lesson objectives: Research the history, culture, language, and traditional
subsistence of a Wabanaki tribe and create a colorful brochure. The
brochure will be distributed and a class presentation will be given.

Time allotted: About one period per day for about three weeks.

Materials: Resource materials (e.g., books such as The Wabanakis of
Maine and the Maritimes by American Friends Service Committee, 1989),
internet, brochure software.

Roles: Editor, designer, illustrator, presentation manager.

Heterogeneous groups: Students are assigned to clans of four. Ms Wright
uses her knowledge of students to assign individuals of various ability lev-
els to each clan. For example, Stephen, who has autism spectrum disorder,
is assigned to a clan with two students of average ability and a high achiev-
ing student. The clans are also mixed with respect to gender, cultural and
ethnic background, and interpersonal skill level.

Positive interdependence: Each clan will research a Wabanaki tribe and
create an informational brochure (goal interdependence). Each student in
the clan will select one topic to research, such as culture, history, language,
or traditional subsistence (task interdependence). A single tri-fold brochure
will be produced using a computer and software (materials interdepen-
dence). Students will be assigned one of the four group roles (role or duty
interdependence). Each clan will choose a name (identity interdepen-
dence), such as bear, eagle, salmon, wolf or moose.

Individual accountability: Individual students each will be graded on
their contribution to the brochure. Each student will be tested individually
at the end of the unit to assess knowledge and understanding. Group roles
and task assignments will assure participation. Group members will rate
the contributions of clan members (participation, effort, organization) as
well as their own.

Criteria for success: Successful completion of a high quality brochure,
class presentation, and unit test.

Cooperative skill: The cooperative skill designated for this unit is active
listening. Students will be directly taught how to be an active listener
through teacher-led discussion (what active listening “sounds like, looks
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like, feels like”), role play, and practising in their groups. Students will be
formally observed by Ms Wright, who will use an observation form and
provide feedback to each clan.

Adaptations for students with special needs: The clans will decide them-
selves who will fulfill each of the four roles. Stephen, who has autism
spectrum disorder, has poor verbal and written expression skills but is an
excellent artist. He has chosen to be the illustrator for the group brochure.
Due to a neuromotor challenge, he uses facilitated communication to pro-
duce his part of the brochure, which entails typing on a laptop with his index
finger. He is able to do this independently.

Stephen is slow to interpret social cues from others, so students in his
group have met with the teacher to discuss how to explain their feelings to
Stephen. Stephen is also allowed to take short breaks to assist him with
emotional regulation when he is frustrated, scared, or experiences sensory
overload.

Stephen is working on the social skill of staying with the group, as he is
inclined to physically remove himself from activities and retreat into him-
self. He is also encouraged to indicate when he needs a break to assist with
emotional or sensory regulation. Stephen will be expected to obtain 75 per-
cent on the unit test, provide the illustration for the brochure, and to
accompany the group during the presentation. He will operate the computer
for their powerpoint presentation.

Evaluation and student reflection: Teacher monitoring with an observation
form will occur to record instances of “active listening,” and, for Stephen,
“staying with the group.” Students will be evaluated on their brochure (40
percent) individual sections of the brochure (e.g., Stephen’s artwork), (30 per-
cent), presentation (20 percent), and peer ratings (10 percent). Peer rating
forms will be distributed by the teacher to students midway through and at
the end of the unit.

Psychological theory and rationale for
cooperative learning in inclusive education

“Cooperative learning is one of the most widespread and fruitful areas of theory,
research, and practice in education” (Johnson et al., 2000). Indeed, the number of
studies conducted on cooperative learning has been documented at over 900
(Johnson et al., 2000). Its widespread use and dissemination in schools through-
out the world is due, in part, to grounding in theory and validation through
research. With respect to psychological theory, cooperative learning is based in
part on the cognitive developmental work of Vygotsky (1978), and the social cog-
nitive theory of Bandura (1977).



In the 1930s Lev Vygotsky (1978) and, more recently, social constructivist the-
orists have emphasized the importance of the social and cultural factors in
cognitive development. In contrast to Piagetian theory, which focuses attention on
the inner workings of the individual in knowledge construction and learning,
Vygotsky believed that children develop cognitively through social interaction
with others. In school, children learn through mutual interactions with peers and
teachers. Learning occurs when children are listening to, talking with, playing
with, and teaching others. The zone of proximal development, or the distance
between what a child learns on his or her own and what can be learned with the
support of capable peers or adults, suggests that teachers should maximize the
time students spend learning with others. Social constructivists also maintain that
a child learns through the filter of culture, so that cultural beliefs, language, and
skills influence the content of knowledge.

An implication of social constructivism for educators is to create engaging, cul-
turally meaningful opportunities for children to interact with peers and teachers as
they construct knowledge and understanding. Teachers assume the role of learning
“facilitators” or “guides” rather than simply lecturing and providing direct instruc-
tion. Learning opportunities might include adult or peer tutoring; cognitive
apprenticeships between an expert’s and a novice’s understanding and use of a cul-
ture’s skills; and cooperative group learning.

Albert Bandura emphasized observation in his social cognitive theory of learn-
ing. Observational learning occurs when a person observes and imitates someone
else’s behavior. According to Bandura (1986), four specific processes involved in
observational learning are: attention, retention, motor reproduction, and reinforce-
ment or incentive conditions. He maintained that students are most likely to imitate
high status models. To capitalize on the importance of high status models, teachers
should consider pairing or grouping special needs students with others who are
respected, socially skilled, mature, or who possess desired skills or abilities (e.g.,
sports, musical ability). Also, students are more likely to imitate models they per-
ceive are similar to them and are believed to be competent (Schunk, 1987).

A complementarity exists between the theories of Bandura and Vygotsky, both
of which provide the most compelling rationale for cooperative learning: the
importance of social interactions to the learning process. Cooperative learning,
when structured properly, is a teaching strategy that provides students with an
ideal social context for actively constructing meaning as well as providing oppor-
tunities for peer observation and feedback. Students themselves are a valuable
resource to one another’s learning and development.

A longstanding criticism of pull-out classes and segregated programming for
students with special needs has been the lack of appropriate peer models for stu-
dents. In the past, students with special needs were typically grouped with other
students who confront behavioral, social, and academic challenges. Positive role
models were rarely available in segregated settings. Cooperative learning groups,
under proper circumstances, provide an excellent context for students to observe
and imitate appropriate peer behavior.
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Advantages of cooperative learning for inclusion

“Cooperative learning is the embodiment of the inclusive philosophy.”
(Kagan et al., 2004)

Cooperative learning was identified as one of the most promising approaches for
successful inclusion, according to research by Lipsky through the The National
Center on Educational Restructuring and Inclusion (NCERI):

The data indicate that instructional strategies and classroom practices that
support inclusive education for the most part are the same ones that teachers
believe are effective for students in general. They report that a precursor to
inclusive programs is a belief in the benefits of heterogeneous classrooms. Of
the districts reporting, cooperative learning is identified as the most important
instructional strategy supporting inclusive education.

(Lipsky, 1995)

Although there is no simple panacea to address the many challenges of including
students with special academic and behavioral needs, it is critical that teachers
understand the potential benefits of appropriately structured cooperative learning
groups. Successful cooperative learning requires an understanding of the critical
elements of cooperative learning, a commitment to making groups work over the
long run, and a willingness to analyze and propose solutions for problems that
inevitably occur in the groups.

The advantages of cooperative learning for students with disabilities include
improved achievement, social skill development, and peer acceptance.

Achievement

Research reviews by Johnson and Johnson (1989) and Slavin (1990, 1995) indi-
cated that cooperative learning (as compared with individualistic and competitive
learning) increases the academic achievement and social acceptance of students
with disabilities. Students engaged in cooperative learning groups also experi-
enced greater interpersonal attraction between students with and without
disabilities than in competitive or individualistic learning situations (Johnson and
Johnson, 1989). Most of the investigations in these reviews have been conducted
with students who have mild disabilities (e.g., those with learning disabilities,
mental retardation, or sensory and physical impairments). The general findings of
the research on cooperative learning and students with moderate and severe dis-
abilities are also positive: greater academic gains comparable to competitive and
individualistic situations, greater interpersonal attraction, and higher levels of
social interaction behaviors (see Putnam, 1998 for a brief discussion).

Research on cooperative learning and students with special needs has been
criticized for the preponderance of short-term studies lasting only three to six
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weeks (Slavin, 1990). Some researchers also question the effects on academic
achievement. For example, Lloyd et al. (1988), while finding positive effects of
cooperative learning on reducing social rejection, could not corroborate posi-
tive effects on academic achievement for students with learning disabilities.
They recommended that continued research must be conducted to demonstrate
that cooperative learning works better than individualized instruction or other
well-established instructional approaches for students with learning disabili-
ties. Similarly, Tateyama-Sniezek (1990), in a review of twelve studies on the
effects of cooperative learning and the achievement of students with disabili-
ties, reported that only half of the studies supported cooperative learning.
Stevens et al. (1991) analyzed the same twelve studies in the Tateyama-Sniezek
study and noted that only four of the studies included group goals and individ-
ual accountability, which are two of the necessary components of any
cooperative learning group. Of the four studies that included the essential ele-
ments of cooperative learning, positive effects on achievement were found
(effect size +.48).

More recently, McMaster and Fuchs (2002) performed a qualitative review
of the research published from 1990 to 2000 to determine the effects of cooper-
ative learning on the academic achievement of students with learning
disabilities. The researchers did not address behavioral or social/psychological
outcomes. Fifteen studies were grouped according to cooperative learning (CL)
strategies used:

1 CL combined with computer-assisted instruction;
2 CL combined with strategy instruction;
3 CL combined with cross-age peer tutoring;
4 Cooperative homework teams;
5 The “learning together approach” (Johnson and Johnson, 1994);
6 CL as part of a schoolwide restructuring program;
7 Structured versus unstructured CL.

The researchers found achievement outcomes to be mixed, and that cooperative
learning methods that employ individual accountability and group rewards have
the best results. They concluded that further research is needed before we can
conclude that cooperative learning is an effective strategy for improving academic
achievement of students with learning disabilities.

An investigation by Jones and Carter (1994) focused on the performance of
students who worked cooperatively in mixed-ability pairs in science. The study
examined the relationship among students’ achievement levels, peer interactions,
and knowledge construction when low achieving students were paired with high
achieving students or another low achieving student.

The mixed-ability pairs exhibited the most noteworthy performance in this
investigation. Low ability students were better able to accomplish the task. The poor
attention, poor comprehension of the task, poor self-regulation, and a tendency to
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focus on irrelevant details by the low achievers did not impede the performance of
the high-achieving students.

When the high and low students worked together, they each built successful,
but parallel structures. The structures may not have been identical, but each
achieved the goal of the builder … The high student modeled learning behav-
iors, as well as taught the low student. The low student did not necessarily
mimic the high student, but used his or her own tools and materials in the
learning process.

(Jones and Carter, 1994, p. 616)

Selecting challenging, multilevel tasks that promote learning and growth at dif-
ferent levels is a key to success in cooperative learning and inclusionary
education. Ideally, cooperative tasks provide opportunities for all students to work
at their own levels while still pursuing a common goal.

Social skill development

Cooperative learning provides an ideal context for social skill development. It is
through interpersonal interactions that students observe, perform, and receive
feedback on social behaviors, which makes cooperative learning particularly
beneficial for students with learning and behavior problems. According to
Johnson and Johnson (1989), cooperative group-work requires a coordination of
efforts that involve 1) getting to know and trust one another, 2) communicating
accurately, 3) accepting and supporting one another, and 4) resolving conflicts
constructively. Through observing student behavior in cooperative groups,
teachers can prioritize social/cooperative skills that merit attention. Systematic
social skills instruction can be provided and students can practise social behav-
iors and receive constructive feedback.

Peer acceptance

Over forty empirical studies found that attitudes towards students with disabilities
were more positive in classrooms using cooperative learning (Johnson and
Johnson, 1989). (See Annotated Bibliography by Putnam and Farnsworth-Lunt,
1989). The social psychologist Deutsch (1951) theorized that individuals who
facilitate the achievement of a student’s goals are liked and accepted while those
who frustrate their goal attainment are disliked and rejected. He noted that group
members will attempt to compensate for the ineffective actions of group members,
but will resent the actions of the “bumbler.” This theory was rather crudely referred
to as the “bumbler hypothesis.” An investigation by Johnson et al. (1978) on stu-
dents with disabilities in cooperative groups yielded findings that were
inconsistent with Deutsch’s “bumbler hypothesis.” Their study showed that low-
achieving students are actually liked more in cooperative situations than in
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competitive situations. Johnson and Johnson theorized that lower performance by a
cooperative group member does not result in dislike and rejection due to the fol-
lowing factors:

1 In cooperative activities, students perceive low performing peers in mul-
tidimensional (as opposed to stereotypical) and dynamic (as opposed to
static) ways. Low-performing students are recognized for their areas of
strength, which are revealed over the course of ongoing and appropri-
ately structured interactions.

2 Students tend to value high effort despite low ability. Therefore, if the
low performer is trying hard in the group, he or she will be liked for
making a good effort.

3 Students in cooperative groups have expectations that all members will
help to facilitate the group’s attainment of the goal. These expectations
are generalized to the low-performing group member – even when that
person doesn’t actually contribute to success.

4 Students like to assist low-performing peers. There is a norm of helping
others in our society, and helpers become personally committed to doing
so. This personal commitment is hypothesized to result in greater liking
of the low-performing peer.

(Johnson and Johnson, 1989, pp. 113–114)

Cooperative learning does not assure that all students will be accepted in the
groups. However, the fact that low performers tend to be liked and valued more
despite their weaknesses is a promising finding for creating inclusive classrooms
that promote positive peer relations.

Teachers’ perceptions of benefits

A study focusing more specifically on teacher implementation of cooperative
learning with special education and remedial students was conducted by Jenkins
et al. (2003). The researchers interviewed 21 teachers from six schools (all grade
levels) to obtain their perceptions about and the efficacy of cooperative learning
for special needs students. The three most frequent benefits of cooperative learn-
ing cited by teachers were 1) self esteem, 2) a safe learning environment and
positive feeling that comes from being part of a group, and 3) higher success rates
on classroom tasks and/or better products. Other benefits included providing stu-
dents with greater voice and participation in the classroom and promoting better
learning. It is noteworthy that teachers’ mention of academic achievement as a
benefit was ranked fifth, in contrast to most studies which focus on academic
achievement as the primary outcome. Teachers also reported high participation
rates for special and remedial education students, ranging from 50 percent to 100
percent. Forty-three percent of respondents felt all their special and remedial edu-
cation students participated consistently in cooperative learning.
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All but two of the teachers interviewed reported modifications of cooperative
learning they use to facilitate the performance of students with special needs. Seven
noted that they carefully select learning partners for struggling students. One
teacher noted that “I usually try to put them in a group where they’re going to have
a chance to get some stimulation and really contribute.” Another said, “For him [a
special education student], I try not to have groups large enough that he can tune
out, so that he’s brought along.” Four teachers mentioned that they modified the
group task for a student with special needs. Teacher remarks included, “I’d give
them an easy job …” or “Sometimes I’ll have a student do dictation to another if it’s
a written assignment” (Jenkins et al., 2003, p. 286).

Cooperative group outcomes and proper
implementation

Criticisms of cooperative learning are sometimes levied against forms of group
instruction that do not meet the criteria set forth for appropriately structured
cooperative learning (e.g., group goals, individual accountability). Antil et al.
(1998) also found that a majority of teachers employ forms of cooperative learn-
ing that differed from those promoted by educational researchers and staff
developers (e.g., Kagan’s structures or Learning Together). Even when properly
implemented, challenges occur when students work cooperatively. For example,
students may misbehave, just as they do under other instructional circumstances.
However, as Kagan et al. (2004) noted, cooperative learning doesn’t create misbe-
havior and lack of social skills, rather, “it reveals them.” Slavin’s (1977) early
research on students with emotional disabilities in cooperative groups showed
that they were more likely to behave appropriately than students taught in a tradi-
tional format. Reviews of research indicate that cooperative learning results in
increased attendance, increased on-task behavior, less disruptive behavior and
greater liking of the subject matter, and greater liking of the teacher (Johnson et
al., 1994; Stevens et al., 1991). Additional sources of difficulty with implement-
ing cooperative learning may relate to problems associated with setting group
objectives, students’ lack of experience with cooperative learning, cultural differ-
ences, and problems with the task itself. Practical solutions for some of the most
common problems associated with cooperative group processes are discussed in
the literature (see Assessment and Problem Solving in Cooperative Learning,
Putnam, 1997; Tiberius, 1990).

Teaching in a cooperative classroom is an adventure in finding solutions to the
problems that inevitably arise. Perseverance and creative thinking are required to
analyze both the causes of problems and to generate possible solutions. A study
on “Cooperative Learning in Dutch Primary Schools” addressed some of the
problems teachers face in implementing cooperative activities. Veenman et al.
(2000) found that teachers reported problems with effective monitoring of the
groups as they work. Monitoring includes providing clear instructions, reviewing
procedures and strategies for task completion, and teaching cooperative skills.
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Although the teachers interviewed indicated that they felt reasonably prepared to
implement cooperative learning, one-third of them reported receiving little sup-
port. Support for teachers to gain expertise can involve collegial support groups,
peer coaching, and ongoing staff development programs.

Teachers also express more general concerns about including students with
disabilities in their classrooms. A meta-analysis of research on teacher percep-
tions of inclusion by Scruggs and Mastropieri (1996) included twenty-eight
studies from 1958 to 1995. The researchers found that about two-thirds of the
general education teachers surveyed supported the concept of inclusion, but they
expressed concerns related to having sufficient time, skills, training, material, or
personnel resources required to be successful.

Conclusion

Cooperative learning, when properly implemented, is an essential approach for
the inclusive classroom. It is, of course, not a panacea for addressing all the needs
of special students, but when used in combination with other well validated
instructional interventions such as peer tutoring, multiple intelligence instruction,
strategy instruction, and differentiated learning, it promises positive effects on
academic achievement, social skill development, and peer acceptance.
Researchers Slavin and Madden (1994) reported that their comprehensive reading
programs, such as Cooperative Integrated Reading and Composition, are success-
ful because they combine cooperative learning with other instructional elements
to increase the achievement of all students in a heterogeneous class. Their studies
“demonstrate that cooperative learning can be used as the primary instructional
method in reading, writing, and mathematics, not just as an additional strategy to
add to teachers’ repertoires” (Slavin and Madden, 1994, p. 31).

Cooperative group learning is highly compatible with other special services,
such as individualized instruction, reading tutorials (e.g., the Reading Recovery
program), or direct/explicit instruction. However, educators must be cautious not
to equate direct instruction or a reading tutorial with a need for segregated class-
rooms. The past assumption that the delivery of special services must occur
primarily in a segregated setting is no longer considered to be valid. Nor is it wise
to insist that children must spend every minute of the school day in a general class
setting if this prevents them from receiving quality individualized instruction.
“What’s most important for the students is that they have multiple opportunities
throughout their school careers to learn, work, and play with peers who are differ-
ent from them, and that those differences are valued, accepted and appreciated”
(King-Sears, 1997). We live in an era of globalization and cultural diversity that
presents a formidable challenge for teachers who must address the needs of stu-
dents with different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, students with disabilities,
low-performing students, and socio-economically disadvantaged students.
Cooperative group learning is an instructional approach that can greatly assist in
providing opportunities to all learners in inclusive classrooms.
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Chapter 8

Inclusive and effective schools
Challenges and tensions

Ingrid Lunt and Brahm Norwich

Introduction

A number of commentators have observed the potential tension between poli-
cies for greater ‘effectiveness’ and those for greater ‘inclusiveness’ in schools in
the UK (e.g. Rouse and Florian 1997; Lunt and Norwich 1999; Ainscow et al.
2004; Dyson et al. 2004). These arise in part because of the radically changed
political and economic contexts surrounding legislation which promotes a
‘standards’ agenda and the original more ‘welfare-oriented’ legislation which
promoted ‘integration’, and in part because the two research traditions, ‘school
effectiveness’ and ‘inclusive schooling’, have tended until recently to develop
separately. There are also inherent value conflicts linked to a context which has
changed over time, as suggested by Rouse and Florian: ‘there has been a shift
from legislation and policies based upon principles of equity, social progress
and altruism, to new legislation underpinned by a market-place philosophy
based on principles of academic excellence, choice and competition’ (1997,
p. 324). Although there has been a strong tradition, espoused particularly by
Ainscow (1991), of ‘effective schools for all’, in general the evidence has sug-
gested that schools which are successful in league tables and with school exam
results tend not to be those which are successful with pupils with special educa-
tional needs (SEN) (Lunt and Norwich 1999). In this chapter we aim to consider
some of the ideas concerning ‘effective’ and ‘inclusive’ schools and to present
data from a study which aimed to look at a number of schools which appeared
to have successfully combined ‘effectiveness’ with ‘inclusiveness’, at least as
evaluated by pupil test scores and inclusion of numbers of pupils with special
educational needs.

The problem

It has not been until relatively recently that consideration has been given to the pos-
sibility of ‘effective schools for all’ and what might be the implications of such a
phrase. There have been suggestions that what might be ‘effective’ for some pupils
might not be ‘effective’ for all pupils, and there have been conflicting views on the



empirical relationship between high attainment and the inclusion of children with
significant special educational needs. Despite recent government rhetoric promot-
ing both high standards and inclusive practice, as suggested above, research and
policy in these two areas have proceeded largely separately. Pupils with learning
difficulties and disabilities were not the prime concern in early studies of school
effects, and indeed there have been few studies of effectiveness relating to pupils
with SEN (Lunt and Norwich 1999; Dyson et al. 2004).

A major issue arises from tensions between government policies and impera-
tives. On the one hand, the Education Act of 1981 appeared to promote a more
‘inclusive’ approach to SEN, through what at the time was called ‘integration’,
while on the other hand legislation introduced by the Conservative government in
1988 and continued by successive Labour governments has created a more market-
oriented environment for education, with the introduction of parental choice,
raising academic standards, competition between schools, and league tables based
on pupils’ attainments in national tests and examinations. The current government
has strengthened its commitment to more inclusive education through a revised
Code of Practice (DfEE 2001), recent revision of the legislation (SENDA 2001),
through its Green Paper Every Child Matters (DfES 2003) and the resulting 2004
Children Act, and through the SEN strategy document Removing Barriers to
Achievement (DfES 2004). However, there is a further tension created by ambigui-
ties about what is involved in inclusion.

While early distinctions in the Warnock report (DES 1978) between ‘loca-
tional’, ‘social’ and ‘functional’ integration have been superseded by discussions
of the nature and extent of inclusion, the term itself has been defined in very dif-
ferent ways (e.g. Lunt and Norwich 1999, p. 32). This has led to widely differing
views of what is implied by ‘inclusive classrooms’ or ‘inclusive schools’, and,
linked with the government’s own provisional commitment to neighbourhood
schools for all at the same time as parental choice, has resulted in a very slow
move towards greater inclusion of pupils with SEN in their neighbourhood
school. Figures collected on behalf of the Centre for Studies in Inclusive
Education (CSIE) (Swann 1985, 1988; Norwich 1997, 2002; Rustemier and
Vaughan 2005) have demonstrated a very gradual reduction in the numbers of
pupils in special schools, or in other segregated placements, though this has been
accompanied by a rise in the numbers of pupils previously excluded and now
placed in provision such as Pupil Referral Units because schools are unable to
include them. Pressures on schools in relation to league tables have meant that
they have been reluctant to take on pupils with SEN, unless they bring signifi-
cant additional resources, for fear that these pupils will undermine their position
in the league tables. On the face of it, there remains a clear tension between pres-
sures to achieve high standards (measured usually by percentage of pupils
scoring high GCSE results) and pressures to include pupils with SEN.
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Studies of effective schools and inclusive schools

The ‘school effectiveness’ movement developed out of studies in the 1970s such
as the ground-breaking study by Rutter et al. (1979) which showed not only that
schools make a difference, but also that it might be possible to identify features of
more effective schools. Over the past twenty years, it has become increasingly
clear that this issue is highly complex and embodies multiple values, and that
each school is unique within its own social context which includes its community,
intake and the values articulated by staff and parents. It has also become clear that
effectiveness depends on a range of different short and longer-term outcomes, and
that it is not widely associated in the literature, and certainly not in the minds of
policy-makers, with more ‘process-oriented’ outcomes such as meeting the needs
of the wide diversity of learners.

Similarly, there have been a number of studies which have attempted to iden-
tify features of so-called ‘inclusive’ schools. Many of these general features turn
out to be similar to those identified for ‘effective’ schools, for example collabora-
tive teamwork, effective use of support staff, visionary leadership, effective
parental involvement and curriculum adaptation (see Lipsky and Gartner 1996;
Giangreco 1997; Clark et al. 1999). More recently, there has been a focus on
‘value-added’ measures, and an attempt to evaluate effectiveness in relation to a
wider range of learners, or pupil intake.

Effective and inclusive schools

There are a small number of studies which have attempted to examine features of
schools which combine ‘inclusiveness’ with ‘effectiveness’. Rouse and Florian
(1996) for example, asked key stakeholders in the USA and the UK what they con-
sidered to be essential characteristics of an effective and inclusive school. Features
included clear policies, administrative leadership and long-term professional devel-
opment, and such schools were considered to be ‘diverse problem-solving
organizations with a common mission that emphasizes learning for all students’. In
a subsequent study, the same authors suggest that ‘effectiveness can mediate the
equity-excellence dilemma’ (p. 333) and that ‘if an effective school is characterized
in part by a common mission, an inclusive school’s common mission includes a phi-
losophy of zero-reject’ (Rouse and Florian 1997). As they suggest, ‘it is necessary to
develop a series of outcome indicators that could be used to demonstrate the bene-
fits of inclusive education for all’ (p. 334). The same authors (Florian and Rouse,
2001) suggest that ‘it is the process of becoming inclusive that makes some schools
better for all children and as a result a more popular choice for parents’ (p. 410) and
that the teachers in some of these schools have adopted a ‘problem-solving
approach’ to inclusion. A similar theme is identified by Ainscow et al. (2004) whose
Network strategy is ‘based on the belief that the aim of raising attainment of all stu-
dents is fundamentally served by ensuring that developments of policy and practice
positively affect the learning of the most marginalized and at-risk students’ (p. 129).
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Many of these findings correspond with those of a major DfES sponsored study
(Dyson et al. 2004) which found no evidence for a relationship, using national
pupil-level data, between inclusion and attainment at local education authority
(LEA) level. An LEA’s policy in terms of the proportion of pupils educated in main-
stream schools seems to have no bearing on overall levels of attainment in schools
in that LEA, when other variables are taken into account. This study also found a
very small, yet statistically significant relationship between the level of inclusivity
in a school and the attainments of its pupils. Though a causal relationship could not
be ruled out, it was concluded that there were reasons for this not to be likely. These
reasons were the high variation in attainments in schools of similar levels of inclu-
sivity and that case studies showed that higher and lower performing schools which
were highly inclusive operated a similar model of provision. These case studies
included sixteen highly ‘inclusive’ primary and secondary schools. The authors
identified strategies that seemed likely to enhance the attainment of all pupils which
included careful individual monitoring, flexible groupings, customizing provision
to individual circumstances and strategies for raising achievement generally. The
findings of this study, which included ‘high attaining’ inclusive schools and ‘lower
attaining’ inclusive schools suggested that attainment was largely independent of
levels of inclusivity. The researchers suggested that the commitment to inclusion
meant wanting to ‘do the best’ for all children, and that this was reflected in the
school ethos. The idea here is that somehow the process of becoming more inclusive
may help schools to become more effective, though this calls into question tradi-
tional measures of effectiveness, and in particular those associated with the
government’s drive to raise standards.

Inclusive effective schools: DfES data

An analysis of official DfES data on secondary schools carried out by the authors
(Lunt and Norwich 1999) showed that in general those schools which scored
highly in relation to academic performance (one, albeit crude, measure of effec-
tiveness) tended not to score highly on the number of pupils on roll with SEN
(one, albeit crude, measure of inclusiveness); as schools became higher GCSE
attainers, they tended to have lower percentages of pupils with SEN for each of
three SEN indicators. In fact, the average percentage of pupils with statements
tended to increase as the attainment level of the group of schools decreased, and
the inverse correlation between GCSE attainment and percentage of pupils with
SEN was even more pronounced when the number of pupils on stages of the Code
of Practice were considered. Although these data need to be interpreted with cau-
tion, in particular since they are school-level rather than pupil-level data and they
reflected two years only rather than trends over time, they provide a useful indica-
tion of some of the challenges created for schools by the potential contradictions
of the current policy context.

Of the 3,151 secondary schools under consideration in this analysis, there was a
small number (42) which appeared to combine ‘high effectiveness’, as measured by
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high GCSE average point scores, with ‘high inclusiveness’, as measured by high
percentages of pupils with SEN. Of these 42 schools none was in London or other
major urban conurbations, only 1 was in a new unitary LEA while 4 were in metro-
politan areas. The remaining 37 were in county LEAs. These schools were almost
equally dispersed in county LEAs in the east of the country (10), the northwest (10)
and the southwest (8), and are likely to contain demographic features which might
have contributed to their achievements as ‘effective’ and ‘inclusive’ schools.

Questionnaire survey

Questionnaires were sent to these 42 schools, focusing on (i) the school organiza-
tion (deputy headteacher), (ii) the pastoral system (pastoral deputy headteacher or
head of year), (iii) the SEN organization (SENCO) (see appendix). A total of 32
out of the possible 42 schools responded with returned questionnaires.

A mean of 17.2 per cent of pupils across the 32 schools were on the Code of
Practice stages, with a mean of 4 per cent with Statements. This is well above the
mean of 2.8 per cent for all secondary schools in 1999 and confirms the selection
of these schools as having well above average proportions of pupils with
Statements on roll. This high percentage of pupils with Statements is also reflected
in 13 out of 32 or 41 per cent of the sample schools being additionally resourced
for SEN. Of the 32 schools, 13 gave details which indicated that these schools had
special units or resource centres covering the following areas of SEN: 3 for multi-
ple learning disabilities (MLD), 2 for specific learning difficulties, 5 for hearing
impairment or hearing and visual impairment, 2 for physical disabilities, 2 for lan-
guage and communication difficulties and 2 for emotional and behavioural
difficulties. Several schools covered more than one area of SEN, with 5 of the 13
schools providing details.

The questionnaires revealed some common features which included the fact
that the majority had School Councils (94 per cent), and Parent–Teacher
Associations (94 per cent). In 94 per cent of the schools (30) SEN coordination
was organized by one person and this person was a member of the senior man-
agement team in 66 per cent of the schools (21). In the great majority of cases, the
SENCO received between 2 and 4 additional points for taking on this responsibil-
ity. In one school a deputy head was responsible for SEN coordination.

In 59 per cent of the schools, there were subject department SEN representa-
tives, with different patterns of links over SEN matters. In some of these schools
the SEN subject representatives met termly, half-termly and even monthly at a
SEN meeting or forum. In some, though not all, schools the representative was
responsible for developing faculty or department SEN policies and practices.
However, sometimes, it was the heads of departments who met over SEN matters
which were then raised at their heads of department meetings. One school had a
cross-curriculum working group with representatives across subject departments.

Although the questionnaires highlighted some general shared characteristics,
there was considerable diversity across the 42 schools, and the questionnaire did
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not permit more detailed consideration of features and processes which might have
facilitated their success in GCSE results and their inclusion of pupils with SEN.
More in-depth case studies were therefore carried out in seven of the schools.

Case study schools

The case studies carried out in an opportunity sample of seven of the 42 schools
were intended to explore in greater depth some of the features of these schools. The
seven schools were located in county LEAs in the southwest, the Midlands and the
southeast of the country. Each case study investigation was carried out by a differ-
ent member of an educational psychology training course under supervision of one
of the authors. A common format was adopted. This involved each researcher
spending about three to four days in the school carrying out observations in lessons
and around the school, interviews with the headteacher, other teachers, the SENCO,
one or two parents, one or more pupils (preferably one on the SEN Register, one
not), a school governor, the school’s educational psychologist (EP) or support ser-
vice teacher, and consideration of OFSTED reports and relevant documentation
produced by the school. Four of the case studies are reported here.

The following themes were explored:

● leadership and structure of management;
● staff development;
● parents’ views and role of governing body;
● resourcing;
● teachers’ attitudes to effectiveness and inclusiveness;
● local context;
● ‘culture’ as manifested by the physical environment, communication and

policies.

Case study findings

The Abbey School is located in a very rural county, has about 750 students on roll
and has special provision for pupil with physical disabilities. The school was
awarded Beacon School status and has a reputation for ‘academic excellence’; its
prospectus is explicit that ‘the education of every child is of equal value’. There is
a relatively stable staff, with a new headteacher following a predecessor who was
there for 24 years.

Whitehaven School is located in a generally prosperous county with a mix of
rural and some towns along the coast, has 1,509 students on roll and has a Specific
Learning Difficulties Unit on site. The school has a reputation for academic excel-
lence; its primary aim is to ‘develop the school as a caring community’.

The Village School is a community school located in a large county in the south-
east of the country, has 950 pupils on roll, and hosts the Hearing and Language
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Impairment Centre, the Centre for Pupils with Emotional and Behavioural
Difficulties and a provision for pupils with Specific Learning Difficulties.

Greenfields School is located in an affluent and rural part of a large county in
the southeast, has 630 pupils, and a stable staff. The school has a reputation for
being ‘very academic’ and for having high expectations of students and staff.

(i) Leadership and structure of management

The four schools showed ‘strong leadership’ with headteachers who had a
‘vision’ for the school, and a cohesive senior management team (SMT).
Greenfields School was said to be ‘forward looking’ and the headteacher was
bidding for it to become an Initial Teacher Training Centre, a ‘research school’
and to develop a mental health centre for the village on site. In the Village
School, leadership seemed to be a crucial factor to the success of the school; the
head had been in post for 13 years, was very approachable and had an ‘open
door’ policy, and appeared to have built up a clear understanding of the school’s
aims, which were communicated to staff and emerged in interviews with staff.
In this school, the deputy head was also the SENCO, a fact made explicit in the
School’s SEN policy: ‘The provision for students with SEN is overseen by the
deputy head. This gives this aspect of the school a high profile and ensures that
it is recognized as a key area’. The headteacher of Whitehaven School had
been in post for 14 years and appeared to have built up a shared vision both
within the SMT and the staff as a whole. Several interviewees commented on
‘the united view of SMT of how children should be treated’ and a ‘cohesive and
transparent’ SMT. Although Abbey School had a new headteacher at the time of
the study two staff members said ‘we are very fortunate here, we have strong
leadership’; the SMT communicated almost daily and there was a system to
ensure wider communication across the school.

(ii) Staff development

Staff in all four schools were encouraged to undertake staff development, and to
set goals for development as part of their performance review. Whitehaven,
which had IiP status, had a policy of ‘peer mentoring’ for new and newly quali-
fied staff which involved peer observation, and prided itself on ‘responding to the
needs of the school and the individual’. Staff in Abbey School were encouraged
and supported to develop ‘a particular expertise’, while the Village School and
Greenfields also made a strong commitment to the development of staff. All four
schools regarded ‘responding to pupil needs’ as a priority for staff development.

(iii) Parents

All four schools had Parent Teacher Associations and had positive relationships
with parents, as observed by OFSTED reports and through interviews. The high

102 Ingrid Lunt and Brahm Norwich



academic reputation enjoyed by the four schools and the high expectations articu-
lated by the schools contributed to the parental support and involvement.

(iv) Resourcing

Three of the schools had units designated for pupils with SEN, and all four had a
larger than average number of students on the SEN Register and with Statements.
They tended to use the additional resources to support mainstream classroom pro-
vision, for example differentiation and learning support, rather than making
individual provision, although in all four schools pupils had an education plan tai-
lored to their individual needs. Two of the schools had facilities enabling
wheelchair access. All the schools had a clear and transparent policy for resourc-
ing pupils with SEN, and teachers and parents were aware of the nature of the
policy and the way that resources were allocated.

(v) Teachers’ attitudes to effectiveness and inclusiveness

Teachers interviewed in the schools considered that an ‘effective’ school was one
that enabled each individual to reach their maximum potential, and one that was
working towards shared goals. In the Abbey School, mention was made of ‘teach-
ers cooperating’. Whitehaven staff talked about the importance of ‘valuing every
pupil for who they are’, and this view seemed to permeate the school.

(vi) Local context

Staff in all four schools considered that the LEA was supportive and that there was
a positive context in which to develop. However, mention was also made of the
decreasing support from the LEA with increasing school management, a double-
edged sword. All four schools had strong community links and functions. The
Abbey’s catchment area was said to be ‘favourable’, and the school had strong links
with a local special school, while Whitehaven school served as a crucial focus
within the community, and the Village School maintained very strong links with its
community. Greenfields School, which is said to be the ‘hub’ of the village and the
community, takes pupils from four feeder primary schools with which it maintains
very strong relationships. The local context for all four schools reflected strong
LEA support, relatively stable communities, and strong parent support.

(vii) Culture

In the Abbey School a ‘strong ethos’ was identified by over half the adults inter-
viewed, especially for pastoral support, its reputation for academic excellence (an
outstanding school OFSTED report), and the belief that ‘success breeds success’;
parents and staff had high expectations of pupils, there was strong pupil involve-
ment through the School Council, low exclusion rate, and shared values with a
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focus on mutual respect for all individuals. Whitehaven shared a reputation for
academic excellence, its students were very positive about school, there was a
strong sense of social and moral responsibility, and frequent mention was made of
the ‘good relationships’. Greenfields School was described as ‘child centred’
with the ‘pastoral’ as important as ‘the academic’. It had a strong culture of sup-
port which underpinned a commitment to ‘personal excellence’ regardless of
ability. This relatively small school created a community in which pupils and staff
knew each other and could develop a flexible and caring ethos. A striking feature
of the Village School was the open and constructive communication both
between staff and between staff and students, with staff briefings every morning
which enabled information about staff and students, of any kind, to be shared to
encourage a caring community.

In all four schools SEN appeared to be a ‘high status’ issue, taken seriously by
all staff, and enabling shared provision and shared expertise to be made across
classrooms and across the school.

Discussion

The small-scale case studies confirm the findings of many of the studies which
have sought to identify features of inclusive or of ‘inclusive and effective’
schools. These include characteristics such as ‘visionary leadership’, ‘collabora-
tion’ and ‘effective parental involvement’ (Lipsky and Gartner 1996),
‘collaborative teamwork’, ‘developing a shared framework’, ‘involving families’,
and ‘effective use of support staff’ (Giangreco 1997), and there is now some
agreement as to general features which characterize certain schools. However, as
is now well known, the challenge of developing schools involves acknowledge-
ment of the complexity of this task, and the fact that multiple and frequently
conflicting value positions are involved. Identification of features of more ‘suc-
cessful’ schools cannot provide a recipe for developing schools which are so
fundamentally dependent both on their local political and financial context, the
nature of their catchment area, and the priorities driven by wider incentives cre-
ated by national legislation. The imperatives of choice and competition, along
with the drive to raise standards (particularly of the more able pupils) continue to
sit uneasily alongside the values of equity and collaboration, and the commitment
required to ensure that all pupils are enabled to fulfil their potential and to receive
relevant opportunities for learning.

Since the analysis carried out by Lunt and Norwich, the recent introduction of
the National Pupil Database (NPD) and the Pupil Level Annual Schools Census
(PLASC) makes it possible to carry out much more sophisticated, detailed and
fine-grained analysis through multilevel modeling and to gain ‘value added’
information concerning individual pupils and schools (Florian et al. 2004). This
could, in theory at least, begin to identify the processes at the level of curriculum,
pedagogy and school organization which are facilitating pupil progress, and con-
tribute to an understanding of the complex interaction of school level processes
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and different pupil outcomes. The 2002 NPD was used in the DfES study referred
to above (Dyson et al. 2004) to look in some detail at the relationship between
inclusion and attainment at school level.

The case studies described above illustrate the complexity of the processes
involved in schools being able to meet the needs of a wide range of diverse learn-
ers. We should note that the schools tended to be in counties and not in urban
conurbations, and thus had a greater likelihood of a stable pupil population. This
demographic finding is consistent with European-wide research which has shown
that the proportion of special schools is greater in areas of greater population den-
sity, when Europe is analysed in regional rather than national terms (Meijer
2000). It could be that pupils’ traveling distance to school is a factor in main-
stream schools making provision for children with more significant SEN in rural
areas and would be even greater for special schools. This interpretation is consis-
tent with the historic establishment of additionally resourced mainstream schools
rather than special schools in Cornwall well before the advent of strong govern-
ment policies for more inclusion. This point is also connected to the finding in our
survey of high attaining schools that many had such additionally resourced spe-
cial provision. We should also note the importance of strong and committed
leadership and of what has been described by Dyson et al. as an ‘ecology’ of
inclusion. We should also note the importance of the process of becoming more
inclusive and the strategies involved in this, rather than focusing entirely on out-
comes or products.

Conclusions

The study described here makes some contribution to our understanding of the
challenges faced by schools in being ‘effective’, i.e. having high attainment lev-
els for all pupils in terms of test scores and/or value-added progress, and being
‘inclusive’ at the same time. It is notable that the recent Dyson et al. case stud-
ies do not show ‘full inclusion’ in the sense of ‘full participation by all pupils in
common classrooms and shared learning experiences’ (p. 5). Nor do they deal
in detail with the question of pupils who significantly disrupt the learning of
other children. It could be that the tensions between raising standards and inclu-
sion are easier to manage and resolve for those with less complex and multiple
disabilities (those identified as having severe and profound and multiple learn-
ing difficulties) and those involved in severe levels of behaviour difficulties
(those with severe emotional and behaviour difficulties). The research on
teacher attitudes to inclusion indicates that these are two areas where attitudes
to inclusion are less positive (Avramidis and Norwich 2002). It follows that
there is a need for further, more detailed studies of specific areas of special edu-
cational needs and how provision is organized at school and pupil levels for
these more challenging sub-groups.

What this chapter suggests is that there is more to inclusive education than set-
ting out generic school-level strategies for SEN in general. The findings also

Inclusive and effective schools  105



emphasize the need for interdisciplinary approaches to the study of ‘inclusive’
and ‘effective’ schools. Approaches derived from individual and organisational
psychology have made a major contribution to our understanding of SEN and
schools as organisations, yet the complexity of this field demands input from
other disciplines. From our original training as educational psychologists we have
attempted to broaden our base for enquiry and to embrace theoretical perspectives
from other social science disciplines.
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Introduction

A flourishing democratic society acknowledges the rights of all previously mar-
ginalised individuals and communities as full members of society and requires the
recognition of diversity as reflected in the attitudes of its citizens and the nature of
its institutions (Green, 2001). The past twelve years have witnessed the establish-
ment of a democratic society with human dignity, freedom and equality entrenched
in its Constitution after decades of apartheid in South Africa. There has been enor-
mous pressure on all South Africans to focus on the future and to rejoice in the
birth of a democratic society. However, the strong thrust towards reconciliation and
social transformation has, in many everyday contexts, created ambivalence about
recognising the impact of the past and its legacy in still-existing attitudes and
inequities (Gibson, 2002). This has impacted not only on society in general but
also on education and the role of psychologists within education. South Africans
still find themselves in a society where apartheid policies have left a legacy of
severe disparities and where the circumstances in which the majority of families
live impact negatively on their capacity to create a meaningful future for their chil-
dren (Biersteker and Robinson, 2000). The result has been that although inclusive
education has been promoted as the educational strategy most likely to contribute
to a democratic and just society (Engelbrecht, 1999), the implementation of inclu-
sive education still remains a challenge in most schools (Engelbrecht and Oswald,
2005). Within these complex contextual influences that have shaped, and continue
to shape the transformation of society in South Africa, educational psychologists
have been challenged to critically review their roles and professional identities in
order to play a meaningful role within a transformed society.

In order to understand social transformation in South Africa, its impact on edu-
cation and the role that educational psychologists can play in a democratic
society, this chapter will first of all focus on the contextual influences on society
(pre- and post-1994) before the transformation of the role of psychologists in an
inclusive education system will be discussed.

Chapter 9

Inclusive psychology and social
transformation
Responding to the challenges of the
new South Africa

Petra Engelbrecht



Contextual influences on education and
psychology pre-1994

Educational transformation in South Africa should be viewed against the broader
background of the political events which took place in the country. The National
Party came into power in 1948 and the central feature of the period between 1948
and 1994 is the extent to which racially entrenched attitudes and the institutionali-
sation of discriminatory practices led to extreme disparities in all sectors of South
African society, including education and psychology. From 1948 until 1994, the
only contender in the production of education policy was the state, which utilised
its power vested in legal complicity unhindered by a popular constitution (Jansen,
2001). The racially segregated structure of education in South Africa, which went
hand in hand with marked differences in funding for education, affecting, for
example teacher qualifications, the provision of education support services and
teacher/learner ratios, distinguishes the development of education from that in
other countries (Du Toit, 1996; Henrard, 2003). This white–black dichotomy
resulted in extreme disparities in the services rendered to the various population
groups, including support services in special education. As in the case of main-
stream education, special education for white children with disabilities was
quantitatively and qualitatively expanded, existing special schools enlarged, new
ones established and courses for the training of teachers in those schools instituted
at universities and teacher training colleges (Du Toit, 1996). The ways in which the
inequality of provision for children with disabilities manifested itself can be illus-
trated for example by the fact that 37 per cent of all special schools in 1990 were in
white education departments (serving 9.6 per cent of the 1990 school-going popu-
lation) while only 29.6 per cent were in African education departments (serving
79.2 per cent of the 1990 school-going population) (Donald, 1996). Related to
these inequalities has been a conceptualisation of special educational needs as only
present in children with intrinsic deficits or disabilities. As a result, all extrinsically
generated special educational needs that for structural and systemic reasons
existed in South Africa for the disadvantaged majority of its citizens, were ignored
(Donald, 1996). The focus was on the individual, which resulted in highlighting
personal inadequacies in individuals rather than in challenging social inadequacies
in the system (Department of Education, 1997). As a direct consequence of inade-
quate conceptualisation, specialised education support services as provided by
educational psychologists were conceptualised and operated predominantly in
terms of cure rather than prevention. Training programmes of educational psychol-
ogists reflected a focus on an applications-only, value-neutral profession and
educational psychologists strictly defined a narrow scope of practice for them-
selves. The theoretical emphasis focused on a biomedical paradigm that situated
disability – as well as other special needs-related difficulties – within the individ-
ual rather than in society. Furthermore, adequate practical exposure in the wider
society context was lacking and it was widely accepted that the practice of educa-
tional psychology in South Africa was dominated by white privileged
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psychologists and support reserved for an elite group of white clients (Pillay,
2003). Educational psychologists as professional support providers tended to view
their services as indispensable to their clients, who it was believed did not have and
could not develop the capacity to overcome or cope with life’s challenges without
professional assistance (Engelbrecht, 2001). The terrain of professional educa-
tional psychology was therefore characterised by a strong sense of ownership of
skills. Inevitably such an a-contextual, deficient and individualistic approach
ignored systemic factors and the influence of broader socio-economic and political
factors in the provision of psychological support (Donald, 1996; Engelbrecht,
2004). Faced with experts who placed themselves in the position of the ‘unknow-
ing other’ (Tomlinson and Swartz, 2002), communities in the early 1990s
increasingly expressed their criticism about the validity and utility of professional
knowledge and the resultant exclusionary practices towards learners who were
experiencing diverse barriers to learning and development (Engelbrecht, 2001).

The overall social and educational situation in South Africa at the beginning of
the 1990s was therefore characterised by severe disparities with the result that
South Africans of all ages found themselves in a society struggling to meet the
most fundamental needs of all its citizens. The disparity between the rich and the
poor and the resultant inability of poverty-stricken families to meet the most basic
needs of their children such as nutrition and shelter, the impact of politically
related factors on high teacher-learner ratios and limited provision of educational
psychological support services contributed to the stressors with which South
African citizens had to cope (Biersteker and Robinson, 2000).

In view of apartheid’s divide-and-rule policy, its legacy of group-based dis-
crimination and the exclusion of the nonwhite population from political
participation, negotiations in the early 1990s on how to achieve the constitution of
a post-apartheid, democratic South African state, extensively emphasised equal-
ity, the need to redress previous disadvantages, democracy and nation building
(Henrard, 2003).

The transformation of South African society since
1994

Understandably, as discussed earlier, the history of legally instituted and
entrenched discrimination under apartheid influenced the development of a new
Constitution. The principle of equality lies at the core of the Constitution and it
subscribes to a particular vision of equality, one which is usually called ‘substan-
tive equality’ in contrast with mere ‘formal equality’. Substantive equality
demands a contextual approach which takes into account differences in circum-
stances and supports the ‘need to redress the imbalances of the past to achieve
broad representation’ (RSA, 1996a; Henrard, 2003). The Constitution of the
Republic of South Africa Act of 1996 includes a Bill of Rights that entrenches the
rights of all South Africans, regardless of race, gender, sexual orientation, disabil-
ity, religion, culture or language, to basic education and access to educational
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institutions (RSA, 1996a). The final adoption of the Constitution of South Africa
in 1996 therefore emphasised the new democratic government’s commitment to
restoring the human rights of all marginalised groups.

The potential for meaningful participation which the democratic elections of
1994 and the finalisation of the Constitution in 1996 made apparent to the major-
ity of South Africans, introduced a new era of possibilities for an inclusive society
in the process of developing social transformation. The need for parity in all sec-
tors of society, including education, was thus a necessary imperative in a new
democratic South Africa and the demand for parity was captured, as discussed
earlier, in the commitment to equity and redress as cornerstone principles in the
transformation of society and the commitment of the new government to bring
South Africa in line with international standards of the recognition of human
rights (Sayed, 2002; Waghid and Engelbrecht, 2002). Every education policy ini-
tiative since 1994 has therefore been founded on the democratic principles
enshrined in the Constitution and Bill of Rights of 1996. The strategic goals of
new policies are to ensure that the transformation of education will be imple-
mented in keeping with a spirit of democracy, respect for human rights, justice,
equality, freedom, nation-building and reconciliation – key precepts contained in
the Preamble of the Constitution (RSA, 1996a; Waghid, 2004).

Key education policy documents and legislation such as the White Paper on
Education and Training (Department of Education, 1995), the White Paper on an
Integrated National Disability Strategy (Department of Education, 1997) and the
South African Schools Act (RSA, 1996b) stress the principle of education as a
basic human right as enshrined in the Constitution. This principle implies that all
learners have the right to equal access to the widest possible educational opportu-
nities and encapsulates the vision of an educational system that not only
recognises the wide diversity of children’s educational needs but also expects
schools to meet these diverse needs (Waghid and Engelbrecht, 2002). The first
clear indication, however, of a move towards acknowledging the complexity of
educational needs and the role that social and political processes operating within
education systems play in excluding children, was in the Report of the National
Commission on Special Needs in Education and Training (NCSNET) and the
National Committee on Education Support Services (NCESS) in 1997
(Department of Education, 1997). The report stressed the need for a paradigm
shift from a focus on ‘learners with special needs’ within a biomedical framework
to a systemic approach in identifying and addressing barriers to learning.

In 2001, the White Paper 6: Special Needs Education, building an inclusive
education and training system was published (Department of Education, 2001).
The White Paper acknowledged the failure of the education system to respond
to the needs of a substantial number of children, not only those previously
defined as having special needs. In response to the NCSNET/NCESS report
(Department of Education, 1997), it acknowledged the existence of a broad
range of learning needs which, if not effectively addressed, could contribute to
continued failure to learn (Department of Education, 1997; Loebenstein, 2005).
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This policy provides a framework for systemic change where strategies are ori-
entated towards building the capacity of the system to respond to the full range
of barriers to learning, including disabilities that exist among children in the
country (Howell and Lazarus, 2003).

The development of an inclusive approach to education as a process of
addressing and responding to the diverse needs of all learners by increasing par-
ticipation in learning and reducing exclusion (Sandkull, 2005) resonated with the
principles of rights and equity emphasised by policy makers and the Constitution
in South Africa after 1994. The recommendations of the NCSNET/NCESS report
(Department of Education, 1997) as a result, were largely phrased in the language
of human rights, which differs radically from that of the biomedical model. It
moved away from the dominant and persistent focus on individualising, profes-
sionalising and depoliticising disability by stating that barriers to learning and
development from a systemic view can be located within the learner, the school,
within the education system and within the broader social, economic and political
context (Engelbrecht, 2001). This is in accordance with the principles of the
Salamanca Statement and the reaffirmation of education as a fundamental human
right at the World Education Forum in 2000 (Sandkull, 2005).

Inclusive education within the South African context is therefore framed
within a human rights approach, transforming the human values of integration
into the immediate rights of all excluded learners. Inclusive education, as defined
in White Paper 6, is based on the ideal of freedom and equality, as described by
the Constitution, and is seen as a single system of education dedicated to ensuring
that all individuals are enabled to become competent citizens in a changing and
diverse society (Department of Education, 1997; Engelbrecht, 2006).

Although these policies, including White Paper 6, can be viewed as state-of-
the-art policy documents, developed to put in place the legal and regulatory
conditions for the transformation of education, general consensus is that although
they might be admirable in their sentiments, the policies generally lack detail and
specificity in transforming actual conditions on the ground (Christie, 1999;
Jansen 2001; Loebenstein, 2005). In spite of the fact that these policy-visions
have a role to play in displacing the social engineering of apartheid, they are ide-
alistic texts that have proved not to be rooted in the realities of schools, or
responsive to complex contextual conditions on the ground (Christie, 1999).

Despite the commitment to transformation and inclusive education for exam-
ple in White Paper 6 (Department of Education, 2001), traditional conservative
attitudes, socio-economic factors as well as an inadequate educational support
system have prevented the establishment of an extended network of inclusive
school communities. It has become increasingly clear that without analysing the
pressures for exclusion that still exist within school communities, the ultimate
vision of an inclusive society cannot be attained (Engelbrecht, 2006). The ways
in which poverty, twelve years after the demise of apartheid, still shapes chil-
dren’s lives and how these patterns of daily life create patterns of participation in
education that include late-coming, illnesses, repetition of grades and eventual
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drop-out are a major feature of life in poverty-stricken rural communities in
South Africa (HSRC, 2005). The establishment of inclusive school communities
in urban and poverty-stricken rural areas requires a shift from exclusion that is
influenced by traditional conservative attitudes and practices, individualism and
a focus on a biomedical model to an emphasis on belonging, alliances and
mutual support within a community-based context. The role that professionals
like educational psychologists can play to facilitate the process cannot be
stressed enough.

Transforming the role of educational psychologists

The development of psychology in South Africa followed a path that closely par-
allels the discipline’s international history. Dominated from the outset especially
by North American intellectual and methodological trends, psychology under-
went exponential growth and rapid professionalisation after the Second World
War with clear distinctions developing between the various professional registra-
tion categories (e.g., clinical, counselling and educational psychology).
According to Painter and Terre Blanche (2005) the major achievement of the psy-
chology mainstream in South Africa was probably the tendency, despite
psychology’s expanding influence in various spheres of education, social research
and intervention, to keep politics almost hidden from view. This was done by
playing the politics of scientific neutrality and neutral professionalism.
Specifically by adopting the biomedical model and by understanding their prac-
tice as value-free science, the majority of psychologists ignored issues of race and
discrimination during the apartheid era. However, an increasing realisation devel-
oped that the myth of political neutrality must be cast aside in the face of the
political and social realities in the country, in order to provide a critical voice that
can highlight the disempowering aspects of psychologists’ roles.

In the case of educational psychologists, their role within educational support
services (as discussed earlier) was increasingly debated in the period leading up
to the establishment of a democratic society. Policy proposals after 1994 advo-
cated the reconstruction of education support services that are more contextually
relevant and systemically sensitive (De Jong, 1996). The growing realisation that
educational psychologists within support services cannot function in isolation,
but are an integral part of the particular as well as wider social systems within
which they function, eventually led to a reappraisal of the role of context in pro-
viding effective and empowering educational psychological support and
interventions. Appreciating the continuous dynamic interaction between the mul-
tiple systems within which support takes place clarifies the challenges and
opportunities facing educational psychologists within an inclusive society
(Engelbrecht, 2001).

The theoretical framework within which educational psychologists function
therefore moved away from the traditional biomedical model to an ecosystemic
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approach that is underpinned by contemporary systems and constructivist theo-
retical positions (De Jong, 1996). Ecosystemic values in the practice of
educational psychology in South Africa – such as promoting sustainability, col-
laboration, partnership and cooperation within an inclusive democratic society –
now define the basic parameters within which the practice of educational psy-
chologists is being developed. Redefining their roles within this theoretical
framework enables educational psychologists to provide their services in a broad
array of contexts, including support in classrooms, school and community con-
texts, to facilitate change within organisations and to form collaborative
partnerships within communities. However, a philosophy of inclusion where
everyone is accepted and valued and diversity is viewed as a rich resource to sup-
port learning for all, is not yet shared by all professionals, and a participatory
conception of democracy and an emphasis on participation of and accountability
to learners and communities still needs to be developed amongst educational
psychologists in general (Engelbrecht, 2001).

It is true that it takes courage to move away from the safety and comfort of an
ideology based on the positivist assumption that the professional knows best, and
adopt an approach that values socially constructed knowledge, combining the
unique knowledge and skills of everyone who is involved in the development of
an inclusive society. Educational psychologists are however in a potent position to
contribute to the development of a sense of citizenship and a culture of thinking
that embodies the inclusive and democratic values of equality, human rights and
the appreciation of diversity as outlined in the Constitution (Engelbrecht, 2004).

Conclusion

In South Africa, as in many other internally divided countries, social transforma-
tion is not a neatly circumscribed set of events but is influenced by the country’s
history as well as individuals’ history, identity, values and traditions. The develop-
ment of an inclusive psychology within a young democracy in the process of
social transformation, presents many challenges to psychologists, including edu-
cational psychologists, who have to try to find ways to deal with the emotional
and intellectual ambivalence of recognising the impact of the past and its legacy
in still existing inequities. In an inclusive educational context where there are few
professional resources, educational psychologists have an extremely important
role to play in crossing divides of race, class, culture, language and knowledge in
inclusive community settings. By doing so they should be able to affirm the posi-
tion and status of inclusive psychologists who have not only adapted successfully
to change, but have been collaborative facilitators of considerable change and
development within a transformed education system.
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Chapter 10

Can educational psychologists
be inclusive?

Peter T. Farrell and Keith Venables

Introduction

Recent research has shown that educational psychologists can have a huge impact
on the development of policy and practice towards the maintenance of segregated
special education systems. For example a recent survey of educational and school
psychology practice in ten countries (Jimerson et al., 2004) indicates that educa-
tional psychologists (EPs) continue to have a key role in the assessment of children
with special educational needs and in making recommendations for educational
provision, with this being the most commonly performed task in eight of the coun-
tries that took part in the survey. In addition, over the past twenty years or so a
number of surveys of teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions of the EP role in
Europe and the USA indicate that, in the main, they expect them to carry out spe-
cial education assessments (Ford and Migles, 1979; Evans and Wright, 1987;
Dowling and Leibowitz, 1994; Kikas, 1999; DfEE, 2000; Gilman and Gabriel,
2004; Farrell et al., 2005).

Despite this research there are indications that some EPs are striving to
become more inclusive in their work. For example, in the UK there is a nation-
wide interest group known as ‘EPs for Inclusion’. Its April 2000 newsletter said

The current educational and political climate is encouraging many in the dis-
ability rights movement, students, teachers, academics, educational
psychologists, policy makers and others to attempt to put together innovative
projects and models of good inclusive practice. So, early in 1998 a number of
[educational psychologists] … began meeting to establish a mechanism to
support educational psychologists who wished to promote inclusion.

This support group sought to find ways of exchanging information and good
practice, both in relation to the day-to-day practice of EPs in the wider context of
policy making and funding whilst supporting educational psychologists who wish
to promote inclusion.

This contradictory role played by EPs, on the one hand supporting a segre-
gated system and on the other supporting inclusion, is vividly illustrated by



evidence from one local education authority (LEA) in England. In this LEA there
were large variations in the number of recommendations made by different EPs
for children to be placed in special schools for children with moderate learning
difficulties (MLD) and emotional and behavioural difficulties (EBD). An analysis
of referrals showed that half the EPs were responsible for referring 91 per cent of
the children who attend special schools for children with EBD and MLD. There is
no indication that the EPs who referred fewer children were working with those
whose learning and behaviour problems were less severe. There does, however,
appear to be a trend suggesting that more recently trained EPs tended to refer
fewer children for special school. These figures are a stark reminder that, for
pupils with special needs, EPs can make a big difference to the placement of these
children and therefore they influence the extent to which such children can bene-
fit from opportunities that inclusive education can bring. Some EPs in this LEA
managed to maintain children with SEN in mainstream schools while others were
happy to recommend that similar children should be placed in special schools.

This clearly has huge implications for parents and children and for the man-
agers of educational psychology services. For, in this LEA, the service offered to
children seemed to depend less on their needs and more on the views of the EPs
as to which provision was most suitable for children with learning or behavioural
problems. Decisions about placement were, it seems, something of a lottery and
happened to depend on which EP the children saw. This says little for the integrity
of EP practice and for the management and direction given by the principal edu-
cational psychologist and his senior colleagues. Children, parents and teachers
have a right to expect more uniformity of practice among the profession in this
key area of work.

Of course the practice in this LEA might be unusual and therefore further
research is needed to determine whether similar patterns exist in other LEAs and
to explore the reasons why EPs in the same LEA can act in quite different ways
with respect to recommending special schools for pupils with special needs.

Educational psychology and inclusion

The academic roots of the profession lie in the fact that all EPs have a degree in
psychology, and there is a tendency for psychology courses to adopt a ‘within per-
son’ model where explanations about behaviour and learning can, theoretically,
be made by focusing on the individual. This ‘within person’ model, exemplified
in psychology textbooks, has had a huge influence both on the way many people
view the contribution that applied psychology can make to understanding devel-
opment and learning, and on our practice as applied psychologists. In particular it
has spawned an emphasis on studying individual differences in human mental
functioning and in finding ways of measuring these differences, often using psy-
chometric instruments. For the applied psychologists such instruments provide a
vehicle for exploring the ‘inner workings’ of the mind and for arriving at explana-
tions about the causes of problems in learning and behaviour. And, of course, IQ
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tests are the best known examples of such instruments being used widely by
applied psychologists around the world.

In relation to the identification and placement of children who might have spe-
cial needs, the use of IQ tests to categorize such children has had a profound
impact on the development of segregated provision. The World Health
Organization has perpetuated this way of thinking by publishing a table equating
IQ scores with different degrees of ‘mental retardation’. This table is well known
and frequently quoted as providing definitive guidance on the relevance of IQ
measurement (WHO, 1968). Hence the prominence given to the importance of an
individual’s IQ for determining the type of school, mainstream or special, that a
child should attend has a long history.

And of course, if IQ tests serve this purpose, then there is a need to employ
professionals to use them and this helps to explain the origins of the development
of educational psychology as a profession. As Oakland (2000) stresses, the rise in
the numbers of educational psychologists in different countries around the world
closely mirrors the extent to which these countries have embraced the concept of
intelligence and IQ testing as being indispensable in the identification of children
with special needs and the legitimization of placing children, so identified, in spe-
cial schools. As an emerging profession it was crucial to identify a task that could
only be performed by someone from that profession and IQ testing provided the
perfect example. Here was a task that was seen to be of value to schools, parents
and doctors that emerged from academic psychology; individually administered
IQ tests were published as ‘closed’ tests – i.e. only for use in clinical settings by
appropriately trained applied psychologists. Hence IQ testing was something that
no other professional could do – a truly distinctive task and one which therefore
greatly contributed to the development and identity of the profession.

The importance of using the IQ tests to make recommendations for children to
attend special schools has been given added strength in some countries, including
the UK, the USA and in some states in Australia, where the role has been
enshrined in legislation. Local authorities are required to employ EPs to select
children for special schools and, without their involvement, the child might not
receive the services that were thought to be needed. As Reschly (2000) points out,
without these tasks being assigned to EPs, the profession would not have become
so well established so quickly.

To many these IQ-based assessment tasks are rooted in the ‘medical model’,
where problems are seen to be centred within the child, and can be explored
through the psychologist testing the child and using the results to predict educa-
tional performance. This approach tends to ignore the contribution that the school
or family, with the ongoing involvement of the EP, can make towards prevention
and intervention for individuals, groups, families and communities; and, of
course, the findings and implications of the psychometric tests results tend to be
accepted without question.

Can educational psychologists be inclusive?  119



Can schools pressure EPs to be less inclusive?

The discussion above suggests strongly that, in relation to the development of
inclusion, psychology and educational psychologists in particular, are part of the
problem. This is perhaps exacerbated when one considers the environment in
which they work and the perceptions that others, in particular teachers, might
have about their role. This is best illustrated by considering some of the factors
that come into play when an EP responds to a request from a school to assess a
child who is having difficulties in learning. This is perhaps the most common type
of referral to an EP in the UK. By the nature of the referral process the teacher
(and other colleagues) have focused on the child as the person with the problem.
There is therefore pressure on the EP to see the child individually, in a separate
room, and possibly to administer a number of tests, rather like a medical doctor.
Interviews with the teacher and other staff tend to be for the sole purpose of get-
ting more information that can help to explain the child’s problem. Having
completed the assessment the EP writes a report on the child and possibly makes
recommendations for additional help or alternative provision. Throughout this
process the school and its teachers may have a vested interest in arriving at expla-
nations about the problem that are placed firmly within the child. And of course a
low IQ score provides a perfect mechanism for doing this, for it exonerates the
teachers from any responsibility that they may have for causing the learning prob-
lem. The child is ‘unintelligent’ and therefore it’s not the teacher’s fault that he or
she cannot learn. Better still, perhaps, the low IQ score may result in the child
being moved to another school and hence the hard-pressed class teacher will no
longer have to face up to the problems of how to help him or her. Teachers, by
referring the child in the first place, may expect the EP to confirm their belief that
something is wrong with him or her and therefore to recommend alternative non-
mainstream provision. The EP is aware of this and hence it is sometimes easier to
respond to these pressures and recommend segregated provision rather than to
challenge the teacher’s original view.

Consider the difficulties faced by an EP who wants to promote an inclusive
way of working. How does he or she respond to this referral? The first task
would be to try and adopt what is sometimes referred to as a ‘social model’ of
working. Here the emphasis is on removing barriers to learning and wellbeing
where the EP is encouraged to respond to the referral by viewing the task as one
of trying to understand the classroom and school context in which the child is
learning. The assessment is more holistic and focuses on the demands that are
placed on the child, in finding out about the teaching techniques that are used,
and in appraising the alternative sources of support that might be available
within the school. Furthermore, the EP arrives at a judgment about the class
teacher’s willingness to adapt and change their approach to teaching and their
views about the child and his or her motivation to learn. Through working in this
way the focus is on the teaching and learning situation. Interviews will be held
with all stakeholders, including the child, but the emphasis is on gaining a better
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understanding of the classroom interaction and learning situation that seem to
have an impact on the child’s progress. This is likely to lead to recommendations
being made as to how to improve the learning and teaching environment for the
child within the mainstream school – indeed how to make his or her education
more inclusive.

The problems faced by EPs who wish to work in this way can be significant.
Perhaps the most difficult is how to deal with the implied blame for lack of
progress that can emerge if this approach is adopted. The medical model is sim-
pler in this regard: the problem is located firmly in the child and this is confirmed
by the test results. No ‘blame’ for the failure is attributed to anyone else. In the
‘social model’ of working the situation is more complex as the child is not the
only focus of the investigation. Through exploring the environmental conditions
that can impact on learning, the EP may uncover poor practices in the school that
may well account for the child’s failure to learn and for which the teacher may be
responsible. Obviously outcomes are never quite so simple and there are usually
many reasons that could explain a child’s failure to learn. However EPs have to be
very tactful when ‘confronting’ teachers whose approach may need to be modi-
fied. The child was referred by the teacher because, in their opinion, there was
something wrong with him or her. Now the EP is suggesting that the teacher is
partly to ‘blame’ or that the school should try something different. Given the
potential problems that can arise in scenarios such as these, it is perhaps not sur-
prising that EPs may prefer to revert to a medical model of working, test the child
and place him or her in a special education facility.

Are EPs themselves reluctant to become more
inclusive?

So far this chapter has suggested that the academic roots of EP practice and the
context within which EPs work, act as a major pressure that prevents them from
adopting more inclusive ways or working. This is in spite of the wealth of litera-
ture that is critical of the role and negative impact of IQ testing (see for example
Gillham, 1978; Brown and Ferrara, 1985; Yesseldyke, 1987; Howe, 1998; Lokke
et al., 1997; Leadbetter, 2005); of the inappropriateness of the medical model
(e.g., Sheridan and Gutkin, 2000); and of the ineffectiveness of segregated provi-
sion (e.g., Crowther et al., 1998; Farrell and Ainscow, 2002). In addition, despite
pleas from EPs themselves to adopt a more inclusive orientation through embrac-
ing consultation models of practice, evidence from studies referred to earlier
(DfEE, 2000; Curtis et al., 2004; Jimerson et al., 2004) indicates that EPs still
spend the bulk of their time undertaking formal special education evaluations
using IQ tests (see, for example, Farrell et al., 1996; Rees et al., 2003; Burns,
2004; Shapiro et al., 2004).

It is difficult to resolve this paradox. On the one hand most recent literature on
the developing role of EPs is extremely critical of IQ testing, the medical model
of working and of their gate-keeping roles in special education assessments. Yet
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EPs seem reluctant to change their practice. Are we as a profession partly to
blame for this? For, in order to establish our credentials as a new profession, we
stressed the fact that we were the only people who had the expertise and training
to administer IQ tests and to use the findings to make recommendations for seg-
regated education. Are EPs, who have been brought up in this tradition, reluctant
to move forward and to abandon some of their traditional practices for fear that
they will be losing their professional identity and distinctive role? And, further-
more, by losing their distinctive role, schools and local authorities might no
longer feel the need to employ them? Hence a fear of the consequences for the
future employment of EPs of breaking away from traditional roles can represent a
major barrier to change. EPs may continue to work as they do to maintain their
own profession, perhaps at the expense of the children and families who they are
supposed to help. This is a damning critique, explored more fully by Farrell and
Woods (in press) which needs to be addressed by the profession itself and by
those who employ EPs.

Educational psychologists: making a difference in
inclusion

Despite the arguments presented above, there are several examples of EPs work-
ing in ways that directly promote inclusive practices in schools and local
authorities. At the outset it is necessary to stress the active role taken by the pro-
fessional associations, both in the UK and overseas. In England, for example, the
Association of Educational Psychologists (AEP), one of the professional associa-
tions that advises the government, local authorities and EPs about the
development of the profession, has provided written guidance for its members on
ways to foster inclusion (AEP, 1999). Similar policy guidance has been issued in
the USA by the National Association of School Psychologists (NASP, 1999). This
emphasizes its continuing support for the development of inclusive programmes
for all children and young people.

In addition to the inclusive policy statements from the professional associa-
tions, professional and academic journals have published numerous accounts of
EPs working to support inclusive practices in schools. These include, for exam-
ple, papers on helping mainstream schools to support children with behaviour
problems (Barrett and Randall, 2004; Young and Holdorf, 2003; Burton, 2004;
Frydenburg et al., 2004; Hutchings et al., 2004; Maddern et al., 2004). There
are also accounts of how EPs can help to support pupils with learning difficul-
ties in mainstream schools (see for example Brooks et al., 2002; Dole, 2003;
Medcalf et al., 2004; Hodson et al., 2005). Other examples include work that
EPs have done to help schools develop general policies on inclusion (for exam-
ple Hayes, 2002; Roffey, 2004; Hick, 2005).

One specific example from Wakefield, in which one of the authors of this
chapter was involved (Venables), was the ‘SLD Inclusion Project’. This attempted
to enable young people of secondary school age, who in the recent past would
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have gone to a special school for children with severe learning difficulties, to be
effectively supported within local mainstream secondary schools. Educational
psychologists offered significant staff training for those secondary schools and
worked to support families and the young people themselves. In addition they
helped to create a climate in the local area where voluntary groups, health, social
care and education groups, alongside schools, felt confident and supported in
promoting inclusion. Over a period of eighteen months, twelve students were
effectively supported to remain in mainstream secondary schooling.

Conclusion

In drawing this chapter to a close it is important to be mindful of recent national
initiatives that have the potential to change the climate in relation to the work of
educational psychologists in supporting inclusion.

The first of these initiatives concerns the new three-year doctoral training
route into educational psychology, which came into effect from September 2006.
It is likely that a significant proportion of educational psychologists who qualify
from 2009 onwards will not have worked as teachers. Hence they may be more
likely to bring a ‘medical model’ approach to their work as EPs, from their acad-
emic background in psychology. They will not have had the chance to change
their views through gaining teaching experience in schools; this might lead them
to developing non-inclusive orientations to their work. These concerns may be
unfounded, and it remains to be seen how the curricula in the new three-year doc-
toral programmes can orientate new entrants to the profession towards more
inclusive thinking and practice. Furthermore, the assumption that teaching itself
helps potential EPs to begin to think inclusively may be false. In addition, all
applicants to three-year programmes will have some experience of working in
educational contexts with children.

Secondly, the Children Act (Her Majesty’s Government, 2004) and the imple-
mentation of the Every Child Matters agenda heralds an era of integrated services
which will require educational psychologists to define their ‘unique contribution
to the partnerships that promote the health, safety, enjoyment and achievement,
positive contribution and economic well-being of children and young people
(DfES, 2004). Educational psychologists will work for newly formed Children’s
Services in which LEAs and social services departments merge. There is a
renewed emphasis on multi-agency work, a Common Assessment Framework and
an implication that EPs’ work will extend beyond the school (see Farrell et al.,
2006). However, it is not clear that a more integrated children’s workforce will
necessarily empower children and young people themselves, enhance the choices
of their parents or establish inclusive schooling across the board. Hence the impli-
cations for inclusion of the Every Child Matters agenda remain unclear.

Perhaps a greater ‘threat’ to inclusion comes from the government’s response
to the recent parliamentary Select Committee Report into special educational pro-
vision. In the report the government has been severely criticized for giving
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unclear messages about inclusion in relation to children with SEN and there is a
suggestion that, perhaps, inclusion has gone too far even though recent figures
indicate that the period 1997 to 2005 has not reduced the number of children and
young people in separate provision (Rustemier and Vaughn, 2005). There is a gen-
eral message in the Select Committee Report that perhaps the country should take
stock and hold back from making further moves towards inclusion.

Finally EPs need to be mindful of the potential impact of the Education and
Inspections Act (2006) in relation to the formation of Trust schools. These schools
will be beyond the reach of the Local Authority, allowing them to use their admis-
sions policies to refuse to accept the more vulnerable and challenged students. As
such, the role of the educational psychologists as promoters of inclusion could
also be limited.

Many educational psychologists who seek to promote inclusion argue that at
the heart of their methodology is the ‘social model’ of disability. This entails rec-
ognizing that impairments do not necessarily exclude, it is social barriers that
need to be removed. In the current changing social context, it is not inevitable that
EPs will remain limited by their academic or professional origins. It is possible
‘to make a difference’ by recognizing that promoting inclusion could be a way to
define the role of the educational psychologist in the new millennium.

Note: For more information about Educational Psychologists for Inclusion contact
P.O. Box 7164, Belper, Derbyshire, DE56 9AW.
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Chapter 11

Dynamic assessment for
inclusive learning

Phil Stringer

Introduction

In the early summer of 2005, the news media reconfirmed reports that Baroness
Warnock, whose committee of inquiry (Warnock Committee, 1978) set a course
for special needs education in Britain from the 1980s to the present, had had a
change of heart about inclusion. Her argument is set out in Warnock (2005). I am
not going to summarise it but I am going to draw upon one significant aspect of it
and its relevance for this chapter, since she appears to have been much influenced
by Dyson’s (2001) observations about learners. Essentially what Dyson argued is
that a British response to including pupils in mainstream schools has had to cope
with a ‘dilemma of difference’. This dilemma is formed from the contradictory
forces of wanting to treat all learners as essentially the same and recognition that,
in fact, there are important individual differences between learners which require
tailored approaches. Warnock’s (2005) view is that the time has come to recognise
that including all children in mainstream fails some learners since their needs are
so different from the ‘mainstream’ that although they might be included in name,
they are disadvantaged and effectively excluded in practice.

Clearly, Warnock’s (2005) position is a challenge to the now orthodox under-
standing of inclusion, put most simply as an opposition to educational segregation
(for example, Ware, 1995; British Psychological Society, 2002). Yet what
Warnock and Dyson (2001) are highlighting is a problematic issue at the heart of
inclusion that cannot be resolved by appeals to social justice and human rights
alone. They remind us that amidst the ideology and rhetoric, accepting the influ-
ence of environmental factors, there are individual children with individual
differences. As an applied educational psychologist (EP) working in a local
authority in England, my work is defined by an interest in how individuals learn
and develop. Given the role of parents and carers in assisting a child to learn,
along with educators in a more formal sense, my understanding of inclusion has
been orientated towards participation and inclusion in learning communities
rather than specific educational sites. In other words, my understanding recog-
nises that at some fundamental ethical level it matters less where a child is being
educated. It matters most that a child is learning and developing; that a child is



being provided with an appropriate cognitive challenge and receiving the support
to meet and go beyond that challenge.

The way in which I define inclusion, then, has been shaped by an imperative to
comprehend individual differences in learning, reduce the obstacles to learning that
confront many individuals, and consider how best to promote the learning of all
children, not just those who are seen to be having difficulties in learning. In this
respect, then, my definition of inclusion is a practical, working definition. Certainly
it is a definition based on ideals, values and principles concerning human rights. At
the same time it is a definition that, ethically, relates to specific children and young
people and to their specific situations, not to idealised circumstances. I have found
such a definition necessary to reconcile my values and beliefs about inclusion with
the tension of working within political and social infrastructures and structures that
are still ‘constructing inclusion’ (Thomas and Loxley, 2001). In ‘constructing inclu-
sion’ I have seen promoting effective, independent problem solving and learning as
being the most powerful resource in this process of construction.

The field of psychology that has most influenced my work draws from
Vygotsky and neo-Vygotskian psychologists (Stringer, 1998), and I will elaborate
this below. Many of the accounts of inclusion that I have read make little appeal to
psychology theory. It seems as if it has been easier to identify psychology theory
to react against and practice to critique, including that of EPs (for example, see
Thomas and Loxley, 2001; and readings from Leyden; Weatherley and Lipsky;
and Swann, in Thomas and Vaughan, 2003), without identifying psychology the-
ory that would support inclusion. Having said that, I recognise Vygotskian
constructs in the Index for Inclusion (Booth and Ainscow, 2002), although there is
no explicit appeal to psychology theory in the Index.

Criticism of EP practice has frequently concerned the use of psychometric
tests of intelligence or ability. I have never found traditional psychometric tests of
much use in answering the questions that I am asked about a learner and the ques-
tions that I think are most useful to answer. In the main such tests are based upon
theories and assumptions about learning and intelligence that I do not accept.
They were the theories and assumptions that Vygotsky reacted against in his for-
mulation of learning and development, including a reaction against intelligence
testing (Vygotsky, 1978). Following Vygotsky and others, notably Feuerstein and
his colleagues (Feuerstein et al., 2002) I believe that there is a much more effec-
tive way of assessing learning than the use of psychometric measures. The
remainder of this chapter will outline my use of dynamic assessment (DA). My
argument is that EPs can make a significant contribution to understanding and
promoting inclusive learning through DA.

Dynamic assessment: a preliminary description

Using the term ‘dynamic assessment’ is misleading since it is much more than an
assessment tool. In the approaches that have influenced my practice and that of
other educational psychologists in Britain, it combines assessment and intervention

128 Phil Stringer



in asking a series of questions about how learners learn. In particular, the purposes
of the approach are to ask: what are a child’s cognitive skills; what are a child’s
metacognitive skills; what affective and motivational factors influence that child’s
learning (Tzuriel et al., 1988); how does that child respond to intervention in the
form of mediation; and what, then, are the implications for assisting that child to
become a more effective and efficient learner? Through mediation, children and
young people are involved, as active learners, and in this respect can be empowered
by the process, along with all those who share in a responsibility for their learning.
Unlike traditional ‘static’ tests that simply test what has been learnt, DA invites a
child on an interactive journey, the purpose of which is to assist the child in realis-
ing what it means to be an active learner through the very process of actively
learning. Whilst there are specific tests that have been developed for use in DA,
later I will suggest that what matters most is the theoretical model out of which the
DA instruments have grown. It is this model that enables the above questions to be
addressed with confidence, using a range of materials and strategies that might not
necessarily have been specifically designed as DA tests. Before elaborating this
model, I want to outline two case examples.

Israar

Israar, eight years old, had been withdrawn by his parents from a local authority spe-
cial school for children with complex learning difficulties, where he had been
placed in a group of children with profound and multiple learning difficulties. In
their view he was ‘depressed’, because he was wrongly placed. He had cerebral
palsy, which had affected all his limbs and also his ability to produce speech sounds.
His difficulties in controlling his limbs meant that any physical activity was a con-
siderable effort and, for example, being able to point with his eyes or fingers was
unreliable. Previous educational psychologist involvement had led to a conclusion
that he was ‘impossible to assess’, because of his difficulties in accessing any form
of test materials that were used. He had been attending an independent special
school for children with physical disabilities but staff there considered that they
were not meeting his needs and eventually he transferred to the special school for
children with complex learning difficulties. His parents had misgivings about this
transfer, continuing to believe that he was a relatively able boy.

Educational psychologist involvement was requested by the local authority in
an attempt to resolve what had become a dispute about Israar’s school placement.
The request had gone to a colleague of mine. Knowing my commitment to DA,
she asked whether I would be willing to work with her in attempting to assess
Israar’s ability. Our first visit confirmed the extent of his physical and communi-
cation difficulties and the efforts his parents were willing to make to promote his
learning. It also confirmed that if we were to complete any meaningful assess-
ment, we would have to do it over time, in relatively short sessions and to use his
mother as part of the assessment process to ensure that Israar could be positioned
as optimally as possible. We would also have to plan carefully what we did and
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how we did it, to ensure that we were assessing Israar’s ability to problem solve
and learn and not his ability to access a test.

Over a period of some seventeen weekly sessions, using an adapted form of two
of Tzuriel’s tests and the principles of mediated learning (see below), we were able
to demonstrate beyond doubt that Israar had developed most of the essential cogni-
tive skills required for learning, and that he could quickly learn how to solve novel
problems involving reasoning. I argued that he could be placed in a mainstream
school providing he had individual support that could draw upon an understanding
of learning processes and of mediation. His parents were reluctant to take this step,
opting for placement in a local authority special school for children with physical
difficulties. An individual support assistant was provided, and I introduced her and
Israar’s teacher to mediated learning.

Ellen

Ellen was twelve years old and had been at her mainstream secondary school for
nearly two terms. Tina, the school’s special educational needs coordinator,
described her to me as having ‘no memory’, as not achieving, and as completely
disorganised, probably ‘dyspraxic’. I was told that her life at home was fraught on
account of the ‘messy break-up of her parents’, which had happened about eigh-
teen months previously. There were lots of ‘battles’ over Ellen generally fitting in
with household routines, getting ready for school, doing homework and so on.

Following an initial meeting in school with Ellen, she agreed that I could invite
her mother and Tina to our next meeting. I had decided to base the session on
using the Complex Figure Drawing, one of the tests from the Learning Potential
Assessment Device (Feuerstein et al., 1985). I find this test particularly useful for
exploring those cognitive skills associated with perceptual organisation and mem-
ory and since it is a complex figure, also exploring affective and motivational
factors, such as a willingness to respond to a challenge and to accept mediation.
During the session I asked both Ellen’s mother and Tina to do the task, something
that Ellen found intriguing. Over the course of the test Ellen’s performance
improved dramatically.

In rehearsing what had made the difference it was evident that Ellen was able
to reflect on the cognitive skills that she had used and then, quite spontaneously,
she made a connection with the need to plan and sequence a whole range of activ-
ities, including getting ready for school. As I talked with Ellen about how she
might more actively use the skills in school, Tina commented that she could see
that there were a number of pupils that would benefit from similarly using these
skills. As it happened, she taught Ellen in a maths group and suggested establish-
ing a ‘reminding myself to be an effective learner’ project with the group. I
followed-up Ellen for some time (until she moved from the area). Her work in
school had improved and although some aspects of her home life continued to be
fraught, I was interested by the extent to which the Complex Figure had become a
metaphor for her. She told me that whenever things seemed to be ‘getting too
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much’ she would think about the Complex Figure and how it is possible to make
sense of something that seems bewildering.

For me, both of these case examples represent different facets of including chil-
dren in an appropriate learning community, and in Ellen’s case, that extends to
becoming better included at home. I will now elaborate my understanding and use
of DA.

The roots of dynamic assessment: The psychology
of learning and development

As noted above, the dynamic assessment that I use in my practice is rooted in the
work of Vygotsky (for example: 1978, 1986) and the many writers that have inter-
preted and extended Vygotsky’s ideas (for example: Kozulin, 1990, 1998;
Daniels, 1993, 1996; Wertsch et al., 1995), the work of Feuerstein (for example,
Feuerstein et al., 2002), those that have drawn upon Feuerstein’s ideas and prac-
tice and, accepting the overlap, writers that have drawn together research on
cognitive development (for example, Meadows, 1993; Olson and Torrance, 1996;
Ashman and Conway, 1997).

Unlike Piaget (see Vygotsky, 1986), Vygotsky paid much greater attention to
the social and cultural context of learning. He saw the development of ‘higher
mental functions’ as occurring through a series of transformations that begin with
the child’s social interactions but which then become internalised (Vygotsky,
1978). Vygotsky (1978) was critical of how Piaget (and of Binet, for that matter,
the inventor of ‘the modern intelligence test’, Block and Dworkin, 1977, p. 417)
viewed the relationship between learning and development. Rather than the
Piagetian proposition that development is a prerequisite for learning, Vygotsky
viewed learning as leading to development, indeed, that the only ‘good learning’ is
that which is in advance of development (p. 89) This difference cannot be suffi-
ciently emphasised, not least since the Piagetian view is the one that has tended to
dominate most approaches to education and assessment in the Western world. This
has led to the belief that if a child has not sufficiently developed then that child will
not learn, hence such notions as ‘readiness’ to learn (see Watson, 1996) and the
possibility that intelligence tests can measure something relatively unchanging.

Vygotsky (1978, p. 90) suggested a:

general developmental law for the higher mental functions that … can be
applied in its entirety to children’s learning processes. We propose that an
essential feature of learning is that it creates the zone of proximal develop-
ment; that is, learning awakens a variety of internal developmental processes
that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in his or
her environment and in cooperation with his or her peers … properly organ-
ised learning results in mental development and sets in motion a variety of
developmental processes that would be impossible apart from learning.
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As Vygotsky (1978) describes it, the zone of proximal development (ZPD) repre-
sents the difference between what a child can do unaided and what a child can
with the help of a more competent other, such as an adult. The ZPD embraces
cognitive functions that are emerging, ‘the “buds” or “flowers” of development
rather than the “fruits” of development’ (p. 86). In describing the ZPD, therefore,
Vygotsky makes a distinction between a child’s current level of functioning and a
level of functioning that they have the potential to reach. There are obvious impli-
cations for the assessment of learning and ability, which have found form in DA
and, in particular, in the way in which mediation takes place.

Although Vygotsky referred to mediation (see Cole and Scribner, 1987),
Feuerstein has significantly developed the concept. There are strong connections
between Vygotsky and Feuerstein, as Lidz (1995), Feuerstein et al. (2002), and
Sternberg and Grigorenko (2002) acknowledge. In terms of my practice and that
of other educational psychologists in Britain, Feuerstein and his colleagues have
been of central importance (see Elliott, Lauchlan and Stringer, 1997; Stringer,
Elliott and Lauchlan, 1997), not least because their approach to learning and
assessment is fundamentally inclusive. For example, it does not discriminate
against children on the basis of failing to know something (that might be strongly
culturally determined) asked by a test. It does not see difficulties in learning (or
failing to know something) as an inherent difficulty of a child. Their approach
invites us to consider how we might intervene to create the conditions that enable
effective learning to take place and, in this sense, to view learning as a shared,
community activity. As Sternberg and Grigorenko (2002, p. 70) write:

The field of dynamic testing is indebted to Feuerstein for his pioneering and
path-making efforts. He placed his work in a comprehensive psychological and
philosophical framework; he articulated the societal need for alternative
approaches to testing. He initiated practical movement away from conventional
testing; and he created an elaborate theory and a corresponding methodology.

There are three key elements in Vygotsky’s (1978, 1986) work that Feuerstein has
taken forward. First, the dynamic nature of intelligence; second, the concept of
mediation; and third, the use of interactive methods to understand the process of
learning or, in effect, intelligence formation. The framework to which Sternberg
and Grigorenko (2002) refer embraces these three elements in the form of struc-
tural cognitive modifiability, mediated learning experience, and a method, the
cognitive map for analysing the demands of a task (Feuerstein et al., 2002). In
understanding DA, it is necessary to understand these elements and how they
interact. As I see it, the ‘dynamic’ in dynamic assessment refers to two things: a
dynamic view of learning and intelligence, and the dynamic way in which an
assessment is conducted. Structural cognitive modifiability represents this
dynamic view of learning and intelligence. In many respects it echoes Vygotsky’s
view of the formation of intelligence and the zone of proximal development
(Feuerstein et al., 2002 point to some differences), in signifying that through
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learning there are changes in neurological structures as well as in observed per-
formance, and that humans are capable of learning from experience across a life
span.

As Feuerstein et al. (2002, p. 62) note:

We define intelligence as a changing state of the organism, in constant condi-
tion of change, best reflected in the propensity of the individual to use
previously acquired experience to adapt to new situations. The two factors
stressed in this definition are the capacity of the individual to be modified by
learning and the ability of the individual to use whatever modification has
occurred for future adjustments. Whilst we hold with Wesman that intelli-
gence will be reflected in learning experiences, we add that for certain
individuals, learning how to learn – that is modifying the cognitive structure
responsible for the individual’s mode of learning – must first be induced. In
fact, the meaningfulness and pervasiveness of this modification are in them-
selves a reflection of intelligence.

References in that quote to ‘modification’, ‘learning how to learn’ and ‘induced’,
are allusions to mediated learning experience (MLE), and to the dynamic way in
which both learning takes place and to how an assessment is carried out. As noted
above, Feuerstein extends the concept of mediation well beyond Vygotsky’s refer-
ences. For Feuerstein et al. (2002), MLE in a general way provides an account of
individual differences between learners; an absence of appropriate MLE, for
whatever reason, is the primary reason for observing, say, a delay in learning,
rather than, say, some kind of disability or syndrome. The disability or syndrome
might affect the way in which an individual can access MLE so, in this sense, it is
a secondary factor in the learning delay. Further, in the way in which MLE creates
‘learning how to learn’, the individual that has benefited from MLE is more able
to learn and problem solve independently. More specifically, Feuerstein et al.,
have identified a set of criteria, which constitute MLE, ranging from ensuring the
generalisation of a cognitive skill to promoting self-awareness of the ability to
change behaviour. Thus, at one level, the theory of MLE, describes the nature of
the interaction between humans (for example, child–parent, child–teacher,
younger child–older child) that promotes learning and development. At another
level, it provides the dynamic or interactional structure to guide and support how
an assessor works with the person being assessed.

The final, essential strand of Feuerstein et al.’s (2002) framework is the cogni-
tive map. This comprises a series of dimensions that are used to analyse any
learning task. The series of tests that form the Learning Propensity Assessment
Device (originally the Learning Potential Assessment Device, LPAD, Feuerstein
et al., 1985) are all analysed in this way. A critical aspect of the cognitive map is a
list of cognitive functions that Feuerstein et al. see as necessary for all learning,
and as holding across all cultures. Different cultures may emphasise different
skills, which is one reason why differential performance in learning can be
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observed between individuals with different cultural experiences. These func-
tions are the cognitive skills that are required to attend to the important features
of a problem and to ignore the non-essential features, to be able to compare stim-
uli, to draw upon the vocabulary that will assist in solving a problem, and so on.
These cognitive functions, then, cluster to enable a particular ‘mental operation’,
such as analogical reasoning. Feuerstein et al. emphasise the point that even if
we do not observe a cognitive function, we should not infer its absence. Rather,
as a mediator, we might not have helped the learner realise the need to use that
function or we might have discouraged its use because of the way in which we
presented the task.

Psychometric assessment and dynamic assessment

So far, I have not contrasted traditional psychometric approaches, such as the
Wechsler Intelligence Scale (WISC) or the British Ability Scales (BAS), with
dynamic assessment. I do not think that it is necessary to labour the point (for a
critique of the conventional view of intelligence and of psychometric tests see, for
example, Block and Dworkin, 1977; Stanovich and Stanovich, 1996; Sternberg
and Grigorenko, 2002; and, of course, Feuerstein et al., 2002). What I have out-
lined is that Vygotsky and Feuerstein’s perspective on learning and development
is quite different from a perspective that views intelligence as unchanging and
potential as fixed. What matters most for Vygotsky and Feuerstein is the process
of learning not simply the product. Very rarely in my work as an EP have I been
asked how much a particular child knows. Even if that is the way that a question
has been posed, almost always, what the questioner wants to know is, how does
this child learn and how can we help that child to be a more effective and efficient
learner. These are questions best answered by DA.

By their very nature, traditional psychometric tests can only answer one ques-
tion: how much does one particular child know compared to a usually relatively
small number of children of the same age. By their very nature, the sampling
techniques of psychometric tests exclude the majority of children that educational
psychologists are asked to see. Further, if we consider the cognitive map, in many
cases we cannot know for sure whether there was some facet of the test itself that
caused failure. For some children this can lead to unintentionally serious conse-
quences, as was the case for Israar. The use of a dynamic assessment approach
means that there is always something to say about how a child learns, the nature of
the mediation that helps them, and how they benefit from that mediation.

Approaches to dynamic assessment

Lidz (1997) has described two broad traditions in DA: approaches that are aimed at
improving the psychometric qualities of an interactive test, and approaches that
focus on learning processes. The development of the former has partly been driven
by attempts to overcome the criticisms that have been made of the LPAD and other
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tests developed for ‘clinical’ use, that is, that they lack reliability and validity and
rely too much upon assessor judgement. As Lidz (1992) points out, in effect, the
questions that practitioners based, say, in educational psychology services want to
ask about learning are somewhat different from the questions that researchers
based in universities want to ask. Lidz suggests that attempts to meet psychometric
criteria risk sacrificing the qualities of a test to provide an understanding of learner
processes. As an applied psychologist, my experience leads me to agree. Whilst I
can understand the value of wanting to develop interactive tests that meet criteria
for validity and reliability (the case is well made, for example, in the chapters by
Guthke and Beckman; Hessels; and Swanson, in Lidz and Elliott, 2000; and by
Sternberg and Grigorenko, 2002), in my experience such tests do not take me
much further in understanding why a child is not learning and, critically, what
action might be taken to assist that child.

Largely for this reason, amongst EPs in Britain, Feuerstein et al.’s (2002)
approach has had the greatest influence and, in particular, the way in which that
approach has been drawn upon and extended by Lidz (for example, Lidz, 1991,
2000; Waters and Stringer, 1997) and Tzuriel (for example, Tzuriel, 1997, 2000,
2001). Both Lidz and Tzuriel have developed their own tests, largely for young
children, from about three years of age through to about seven, although Tzuriel’s
more extensive range of tests can be used with much older children who are find-
ing learning difficult. Their ‘clinical’ as opposed to ‘experimental’ approach
seems more appropriate to providing an understanding of how children learn in a
way that informs intervention, although Tzuriel’s tests have been carefully
designed to include both a clinical and experimental version. Lidz and Elliott
(2000) provide a comprehensive overview of the variety of DA approaches avail-
able; their edited volume stands as the most comprehensive account of the DA
field currently available.

Given the advantages of using DA and, in particular the possibilities offered for
promoting inclusion, it remains that such an approach is not widespread in EP prac-
tice. Elliott (1993, 2000) and Stringer et al. (1997) have provided complementary
accounts about why this is so. There is no doubt that the special educational needs
procedures in some local authorities that rely upon the supply of psychometric data
(often in the form of centiles) to allocate resources make it difficult for EPs to adopt
DA. Personally, this perplexes me since, arguably, it represents a lack of belief in the
criticisms of psychometric measures and an accompanying lack of confidence to
throw away the security blanket provided by a psychometric test. In this respect it
also represents a failure of imagination and an inability to assert a different purpose
for an applied psychologist in a local authority. (On this, see also Stringer et al.,
2006). Access to training and test materials are also often cited as being significant
reasons for the limited influence of DA. Here Lewin (1952, p. 169) is relevant,
when he urged applied psychologists to realise ‘that there is nothing so practical as
a good theory’; Vygotsky’s work and Feuerstein’s ‘comprehensive psychological



and philosophical framework’ fulfils this, as Lidz and Tzuriel and others have
grasped. The fact that the LPAD tests, and those of Lidz and Tzuriel are domain free
(that is, there is no obvious pre-school or school curricula content) points the way to
an approach to assessment that does not necessarily require tests that have been
developed specifically for DA nor any tests at all. Sometimes I find it sufficient to
talk with a child about how he or she thinks that they learn, and I am no longer sur-
prised by the insights that most children have when they are asked.

Dynamic assessment for inclusive learning

In this chapter I have interpreted inclusion in terms of learning, and the process of
inclusion as being concerned with how learners can be more effectively included
in learning communities. I have argued that educational psychologists can make a
significant contribution to this definition of inclusion through the use of dynamic
assessment. Dynamic assessment is a strategy for assessment and intervention
firmly rooted in the psychology of learning and development that is associated
with Vygotsky, Feuerstein and others that have drawn upon and extended their
ideas and practices. This psychology does not view learning and intelligence as a
fixed and relatively unchanging individual quality but as being open to change and
capable of being influenced by the mediational efforts of others. Dynamic assess-
ment focuses upon how children learn and what interventions can help them learn
more effectively. In this respect DA, in its philosophy and psychology, is orientated
towards including learners through empowering the child as a learner along with
those in that child’s life that share a responsibility for his or her learning.
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Chapter 12

Collaborative consultation
Psychologists and teachers working
together

Ian McNab

Education in the United Kingdom has changed a lot in the last twenty-five years.
Developments in education policy have gradually made mainstream schools –
rather than local government authorities – responsible for children’s education.
Mainstream schools control ever more of the resources for addressing children’s
special educational needs, and are charged with ensuring the educational progress
of the vulnerable. Inclusive schooling now has a place in the government’s pro-
gramme of wholesale reform of public services that includes the reorganisation
into ‘Children’s Services’ of health, education and social care, in which schools
are seen as a locus and vehicle of service delivery (DfES 2004).

Schools now have to find ways of changing what they do so that all children
can participate fully, irrespective of their personal characteristics. In other words,
teachers have to be creative so that children who are unusual in some way should
not be excluded on that account. How educational psychologists (EPs) participate
in this work is the subject of this chapter; but first, we need to look briefly at the
UK context.

The outlines of the new way of working appeared in the UK’s statutory guid-
ance about addressing special educational needs in schools (SEN Code of Practice,
DfES 2001). This set out a process of ‘assessment and intervention’, first by the
school alone (which the Code calls ‘School Action’), and then by the school and
external agencies (‘School Action Plus’). A misleading shorthand became current,
describing children as being ‘at School Action’ or ‘at School Action Plus’.

But it is not really the children who are ‘at School Action’ or ‘at School Action
Plus’; rather, it is the work that the adults are doing that is at School Action or
School Action Plus. As soon as we see the Code of Practice from this angle, we
start to think of it in terms of inclusion: what do we need to do so that this child,
with his or her particular attributes, can learn and succeed in this classroom, with
this teacher and these peers? The Code becomes a description of how teachers get
support with solving the problems they experience when attempting to carry out
their responsibilities for teaching and managing children in ordinary classrooms.

That the adult’s ‘problem’ is what matters is, of course, not a consequence of
the Code of Practice: it has always been inherent in the very nature of a ‘referral
to the psychologist’:
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Children do not themselves ask for help from a psychologist. Whatever
issues or difficulties they may or may not have attributed to them, it is an
adult, who by making a referral, is asking for help. It follows, therefore, that
a referral is related to the constructions that a referrer is putting on the events
that constitute the child and his actions and, at the same time, is also related
to the referrer’s construction of himself.

(Ravenette 1988)

In general, teachers refer children when they themselves feel stuck. The signifi-
cance of this fact is fundamentally important to understanding the Code of
Practice from the teacher’s point of view. It is about teachers changing what they
are doing so that their routine classroom practices once again include the children
about whom they were feeling stuck.

But the Code recognises that this is not easy, and that teachers need, and have
a right to, support. So the SEN Code’s procedures are a system whereby teach-
ers engage wider and wider circles of support for their efforts to manage
children’s needs inclusively. Figure 12.1 represents this visually. The teacher
with the concern is in the centre, alongside the child for which she is responsi-
ble. If the teacher feels stuck because her normal ways of teaching and
managing – her ‘routine practices’ – do not seem to work, she starts to try things

Educational
psychologist

Parents

SENCO

School
colleagues

Physiotherapist
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School
Action

Speech
therapist

Others
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Figure 12.1 SEN Code of Practice   – Circles of support for teachers



that are not quite so routine, which is what the term ‘differentiation’ describes.
This is normal classroom work, and not part of the SEN Code.

But if the teacher’s concerns are not resolved, she may start to use the Code’s
procedures. She first engages her ‘School Action’ team, which consists of the
child, the parents, the SENCO, and any specialist teachers in school who normally
participate when called on. Together they set about investigating the situation to
identify relevant information and to invent some possible solutions that the
teacher can try out – like doing a sort of experiment. This is what an ‘individual
educational plan’ is: a small experiment in checking what might work to get the
‘teaching and learning’ process going again.

But if this does not do the trick, the teacher and her School Action team call
upon a wider circle of professionals to come and join them. This ‘School Action
Plus team’ consists of the existing School Action team – teacher, child, parents,
SENCO and others from within the school – plus whatever outside professionals
seem relevant to the search for a solution: advisory teacher, speech and language
therapist, educational psychologist, occupational therapist, social worker, or who-
ever might be appropriate.

Thus to describe a child as ‘at School Action Plus’ is, in a very important
sense, a misleading shorthand: it is the process – i.e., the work – that is at School
Action Plus. It is also clear that external professionals do not take over the respon-
sibility for children’s education and development. Rather, they work
collaboratively with those responsible for children’s education – the school staff
and the parents.

If the work has come this far, and the teacher needs the collaboration of a
School Action Plus team, there is unlikely to be a ‘quick fix’. A solution is likely
to need a lot of hard work by everyone concerned; and no single member of the
team is likely to arrive with an ‘off-the-shelf ’ solution to donate. Inherently, such
situations call for collaborative work that builds on the different kinds of knowl-
edge and expertise that the participants bring. The teacher and those working
alongside her consult about possible solutions, so that they may construct some-
thing that the teacher will actually be able to use, given her particular skills and
resources, her particular classroom circumstances, and the other constraints and
realities of her actual situation. This is inclusion in practice.

EPs have tried to find a name for this relatively new way of working: ‘joint
work’; ‘consultation’; ‘collaboration’. There is no perfect description, so we may
call it ‘collaborative consultation’, to try to capture the sense of working together
with the teacher as a team on the teacher’s difficult problem of finding solutions
to teaching or managing children when she has tried everything she can think of,
and things still seem stuck. The main business of this chapter is to examine this
process in more detail, to try to describe some of its essential features.
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Collaborative consultation

EPs have been refining their understanding of this collaborative way of working for
some years now. Turner et al. (1996) described how an EP team set about changing
to this way of working and a group of seminal articles appeared in Educational
Psychology in Practice (Watkins 2000). More recently, Farrell and Woods (in press)
provided a detailed discussion of the issues that have emerged about this approach.

This was certainly not the style of work prevalent twenty or thirty years ago,
when the school would send completed referral forms to the EP. In due course, the
EP would visit the school, confining his or her contribution almost exclusively to
work personally with individual children – largely administering tests – followed by
an often all-too-brief chat with the teacher about what the tests purported to reveal.
The EP would later send a report about the child, along with some advice about
what the teacher should do. The problem for many teachers (and if we’re honest,
many EPs!) was in trying to make a connection between what was in these reports
and what teachers could actually do in the everyday reality of their classrooms.

Unfortunately, the term ‘consultation’, commonly used to describe a different
way of working, has developed at least three different meanings. For some EPs, it is
simply a modified form of referral. Instead of getting the work via a referral form,
the EP visits the school and discusses children with the teachers, to prioritise the
concerns; the work then proceeds in much the same way as the traditional model.

The next variant of consultation is seen as one item on a menu of things that
the EP does. The menu often comprises a list of types of work, something like the
following (though with all sorts of local variations):

1 individual work (sometimes called ‘case work’);
2 consultation;
3 group work;
4 INSET;
5 project work;
6 etc.

Thus, consultation is thought of as distinct ‘type’ of work, different from ‘individ-
ual work’ and the rest. In particular, a view has developed that ‘doing
consultation’ implies that the EP does not work with the child personally, but talks
only to the teacher, parents and other adults. The notion that consultation is a spe-
cial type of work has generated a somewhat arid debate among some EPs about
the relative merits and demerits of consultation versus ‘individual work’.

The third meaning transcends this spurious distinction; we may use the term
‘collaborative consultation’ to mark this essential difference. In this developed form
collaborative consultation is not a particular kind of activity, but of a way of going
about all the work that the EP does – it is a comprehensive model of EP practice.

Three things seem to characterise this way of working: the relationships
between the participants; some key ideas that underlie the approach; and the fact
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that the approach applies reflexively to the EP’s own practice. These three charac-
teristics need some further consideration. To keep things simple the discussion
will mostly consider work on concerns associated with individual school-aged
children (though, as implied above, the principles apply to all EP work).

Relationships

Collaborative consultation is a process that two or more people engage in. They
undertake some activities together so that some changes will take place to resolve
the concern that occasioned the work – at least enough for those with the concern
not to be troubled about it any more. There are important considerations here
about ownership and power that affect and engender relationships of a particular
kind. The process being described here is founded on, and produces, relationships
that are essentially voluntary, respectful and collaborative (ideas that permeate
the literature on post-modern psychotherapy, whose concepts we will come back
to in the next section).

It is essential to this work that participation is voluntary. No one is forced or
required to participate. This applies particularly to children and parents. The reason
is that the people who have the concern – usually one or more teachers – own the
problem. The parents may also experience a problem, though it may not be precisely
the same as the school’s; but it is rare for pupils themselves to feel they have the
problem the adults express. Of course, the child may have various personal charac-
teristics, qualities or attributes which the adults use in order to make sense of their
own problem with teaching or management (attributions such as ‘slow learning’,
‘attention seeking’, ‘poorly coordinated’, ‘EBD’, etc). However, children rarely
describe themselves as ‘slow learning’, ‘attention seeking’, etc (though they some-
times use the adults’ language to give accounts of themselves that adults can accept:
‘I have a lot of trouble with my work because I’m dyslexic, you know’). But many
children do experience themselves as having their own problem: having to find
ways of dealing with how the adults are treating them because the adults feel stuck,
anxious or exasperated, and construe the child as the cause of their problem. It is
therefore essential that the process should address the actual problem that each par-
ticipant experiences, rather than the one that other participants attribute to them.
This is particularly important for the child, since other, more powerful participants –
especially teachers or parents – may tend to formulate their own problem in terms of
the child, and seek a solution in terms of changes the child must make.

But it is not just the child who can feel excluded in this way: the parents, the
teacher, the social worker, the learning support assistant – anyone involved may
feel that their concerns are not being addressed by the process, and that it is being
dominated by others involved. It is in this sense that the relationships have to be
respectful: the process has to be permeated with respect for what each of the par-
ticipants is actually experiencing as problematic; it is not about persuading one or
more of them to adopt the construction of the problem (and a corresponding
‘solution’) determined by other more powerful or more vociferous participants.
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This kind of respect is important if everyone is to participate willingly and
actively in the difficult process of change that will bring about a solution: if you
see yourself as benefiting from the work by getting your concerns addressed, you
are more likely to work towards the collaboratively constructed solution than if
you’re simply required to do what someone else wants so that their needs are met.

Again, children, parents and teachers also feel genuinely respected when their
particular expertise, skills, resources and knowledge are incorporated with equal
regard. The different kind of expertise that each person brings is simply that –
different: none is more important than another. Some participants, such as the
speech therapist or the educational psychologist, bring conceptual models, tech-
nical information and particular skills that may be useful in helping the teacher,
parents, child or other owner of a problem to construct solutions. But this kind of
professional contribution does not have a necessary primacy: it, too, is useful
only in so far as it contributes to helping the people directly involved construct a
solution that they themselves can realise and maintain after all the ‘experts’ have
gone home.

In this sense, the process of collaborative consultation demystifies ‘expert
authority’ by seeking to create relationships between the participants that are truly
collaborative and equal. This is difficult to achieve, particularly for the profes-
sional ‘helpers’ (the advisory teachers, educational psychologists, and health
professionals). Such colleagues have a weight of professional socialisation – and
some a lifetime of professional experience – that make them believe it is their job
to solve everyone’s problems. And some teachers, parents and others may, for var-
ious reasons, want to maintain them in this view. Those of us in a professional
helper role have to work very hard, sometimes against a lot of contrary pressure,
to allow real collaboration to develop. But when the work of the School Action
Plus team becomes truly voluntary, respectful, collaborative and equal, it can
transform those participants who originally felt stuck in their problem. For them
the process becomes an affirmation of their strengths, resources and good quali-
ties that builds their confidence, and enables them to apply and develop their
creativity.

Conceptual orientation

It may be apparent that these descriptions of the relationships that characterise
collaborative consultation as a transformational process are part of a wider con-
ceptual orientation called ‘Post-Modernism’. A particularly revealing description
of the general attitude that post-modern workers have towards clients is ‘respect-
ful not-knowing’: they respect the reality of their clients’ experience and their
unique strengths and resources; and they do not presume to know what clients’
preferred future, and their way to realise it, will look like. Rather, they seek to
work alongside people to help them clarify what they want, to become aware of
their own strengths and resources, and to build their own solutions so that they
can start to live their preferred future. They are particularly interested in the times
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– however brief – when clients are or have been effective and successful; and they
do not donate their own solutions out of a belief that these describe how clients
ought to behave.

Another important idea is that our experienced reality is ‘socially constructed’.
The ‘problem’ – what we experience as upsetting and unpleasant – does not exist
physically in external people, objects, or events; rather we experience distress
because we give particular meanings to these external things and to ourselves in
relation to them; and these meanings are constructed largely in the social interac-
tions between people. For example, a teenage boy does not hand in his homework,
and is abusive when asked where it is. Suppose we know he was at a party all last
night: how do we make sense of, and respond to, his behaviour? But suppose
instead we learn that his dad was killed in a car crash last week: what difference
does this make to us? Or what if he simply won’t talk to us? The seemingly
‘objective’ facts – no homework, abusive language – are only a small part of the
sense we make of what faces us. And it is not the ‘facts’ but the sense we make of
them that leads us to act in one way rather than another.

Key features of collaborative consultation

The practice of collaborative consultation grows out of the relationships and
conceptual orientation outlined above. First, the process fundamentally respects
the teacher’s expertise, and, like the Code of Practice and the philosophy of
Inclusion, adopts the view that the teacher is the professional central to the
child’s education. The teacher’s knowledge and willingness to investigate and
experiment lies at the heart of the process, as no one else is so well placed to
effect the changes that will enable the child to be successful in a classroom irre-
spective of the personal attributes that in the wrong circumstances might become
obstacles to learning.

Second, parents are essential partners in the process. They are not passive
recipients of advice, recommendations or information from specialists and pro-
fessionals. Rather, their unique knowledge and experience about their own child’s
development and ways of behaving and learning adds a dimension to any piece of
collaborative work that no one else can contribute. Their active engagement and
emotional commitment can energise the other members of the team.

Third, collaborative consultation involves pupils as voluntary and active part-
ners, by seeking to clarify and respect their goals (as distinct from the goals
attributed to them or imposed on them by the adults), and include their goals inte-
grally in the process. This is obviously of particular importance where older
children – especially adolescents – are participants, and where the behaviour of
the adults and the young person towards each other are the matter of concern.

The next key area in which practice should reflect principles is that of respon-
sibility. The ownership of the problem and the responsibility for its solution stays
with the consultees. The relationships are predicated on the implicit premise that
those who have a concern are, as it were, saying to the professionals, ‘I have a
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problem I feel stuck about; I want to find a solution, and I’d like you to help me to
do this’. They may not, of course, express themselves in this way initially. Indeed,
the stress or emotional upset surrounding the difficulty often leads those immedi-
ately involved to feel that they just want someone to come and take the problem
away and give them some relief.

However, the point is that the process of collaborative consultation inherently
avoids that obscuring of the proper location of responsibilities that can insidi-
ously disempower those who should be supported. It does this by seeking to
respect and affirm the correct location of responsibility in the very procedures
and activities of the process itself. For example, EP services that work through
collaborative consultation tend not to operate a referral system. The very notion
of ‘referral’ implies the transfer of responsibility from the referrer to the receiv-
ing agency, a transfer sometimes made explicit when a referral form is delivered
personally, with a remark such as, ‘Here’s another one for you!’ The reality is
that the external professionals whose help teachers seek are rarely if ever in a
position to effect the changes necessary for a solution: only those in day-to-day
personal contact with the situation where the concern happens can do this. So the
EP is responsible for doing tasks or pieces of work in collaborative consultation;
but they do not ‘accept referrals’ or ‘take up cases’. An aspect of being clear
about responsibility is the need to be clear about the purpose of the EP’s activity:
whatever work the EP undertakes, its essential purpose is to further the collabo-
rative process in support of the construction of solutions. We will have more to
say about this in due course.

The process of collaborative consultation

Collaborative consultation consists in a special kind of conversation: one which
facilitates solutions. This conversation is itself the mechanism that gives rise to
solutions as its outcome. It is therefore not merely a chat, or merely ‘telling’, or
any of the other modes of interaction that might characterise other forms of con-
versation that have different purposes.

The means by which such a conversation may support the kinds of change that
constitute a solution have been extensively investigated in those areas of applied
psychology used in therapeutic practice. The application of skills from therapeu-
tic practice is becoming increasingly common among EPs working through
collaborative consultation. They seek to develop these skills by training in, for
example, Solution Focused Brief Therapy, Personal Construct Psychology,
Narrative Therapy, or Cognitive Behaviour Therapy.

This is not to suggest that teachers requesting help are in need of therapy. But
much of the psychology of change in a therapeutic setting can be transferred to
other situations and provide a means for change there, too. De Jong and Berg
(2002) give a particularly useful and practical exposition of the skills and tech-
niques of one widely used method and Metcalf (1999) describes its applications
to work in schools.
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De Jong and Berg elucidate the attitude of ‘respectful not-knowing’ adopted in
much ‘post-modern’ therapy. This has an important place in the process of collab-
orative consultation. Respect is evident in the fact that the EP appreciates and
acknowledges the participants’ experience of difficulty, of feeling ‘stuck’ or exas-
perated, angry or hopeless. It seeks to work on solutions to the participants’ own
problems. The aspect of ‘not-knowing’ is perhaps more subtle. It does not mean
that the EP has no specialist knowledge, but that he or she cannot know what
strengths and resources the participants have been drawing on to keep going in
spite of the problem, nor what form their solution will take in their daily reality.
Any truly workable solution has to be one that the participants can realise in their
own lives, and the process therefore has to find and build on the participants’ own
resources and strengths. The EP simply cannot know in advance what these are –
perhaps even the participants are not initially aware of their strengths and
resources, or of the relevance of skills they have in another area of their lives to
the concern at hand. The process has to discover these relevant strengths.

Furthermore, the elements of potential solutions lie in those moments – however
fragmentary or fleeting – when the problem is not happening, or is happening less.
Again, the EP cannot guess what these may be: collaborative consultation seeks to
identify, investigate, and build on these ‘exceptions’.

It follows that the EP would be unwise to donate or impose his or her own
solutions, but rather must help those involved to build their own. Perhaps some
readers who are EPs may be wondering, ‘Where is the psychology in all this?’
The EP is a participant who exercises his or her skills to ‘host’ the collaborative
process. This is quintessentially psychology in action: it requires the EP to learn
and creatively deploy a range of skills in the special kind of conversation that
supports the building of solutions – in other words, the creation of change.
Anderson and Goolishian (1988) called such a person a ‘master conversational
artist’.

Similar skill is also needed in situations where there has been a great deal of
conflict and anger. The EP may help reconcile the participants so that they can
work constructively together on making the situation better in whatever terms
they variously envision that improvement.

The EP also brings to the process a breadth of specialist ‘technical’ knowl-
edge, particularly in the form of sophisticated psychological models that may
help to make sense of the puzzling and disparate information brought by the
other participants. This psychological knowledge and the models that organise
it may help to loosen fixed ways of thinking about the problem that are them-
selves part of the ‘stuckness’ and perplexity that everyone is feeling. The
psychologist may help to ‘reframe’ the information available so as to give the
participants a chance to make sense of it in new ways that may transform the
expectations and consequent actions that have had a part in maintaining the sit-
uation. The EP offers interpretations of the available data that invite the
participants to create new meanings for their experience. But this is not a matter
of telling others what they should think and do. Rather, the EP is genuinely
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offering alternative constructions that the participants may or may not incorpo-
rate into understandings that are more helpful to their solution-building.

What is important, therefore, is the manner in which the EP contributes spe-
cialist knowledge, interpretation, or suggestions. The EP invites people to look at
other options; but these should always be tentative and preferably multiple – to
ensure that the participants are able to exercise their own judgement and choice
about what to incorporate – if anything – into their solutions.

Teachers have described the experience of receiving information, interpretations
and suggestions (Landsberg, cited by Gillies (2000)). If the ‘expert’ demonstrated,
donated advice, or told teachers what to do or how, they tended to feel belittled, infe-
rior, inadequate or useless. If, on the other hand, the worker asked questions
(showing genuine curiosity), paraphrased the teachers’ words, or offered sugges-
tions tentatively, the teachers tended to feel valued, listened to and empowered.

What, then, does the EP do in the process of collaborative consultation? Put
simply, the EP deploys any aspect of applied psychology that (a) has a clear and
agreed purpose within the collaborative process; and (b) will be useful to further
the process. So the EP may collect data or information, ascertain the child’s
views, teach the adults some skills, or use any skill, technique, activity or method
– as long as (a) and (b) apply.

The idea of collaborative consultation sounds very simple, yet EPs who try to
work alongside teachers and parents in this way will tell you that it is not easy. It
is hard in the straightforward sense that teachers and parents tend to call in out-
side professionals only when they feel faced with a problem that is difficult to
solve; and that usually means they have already tried all the solutions they can
think of, and these do not seem to be working. There is not going to be a quick and
easy resolution.

But it is also hard in the more ‘psychological’ sense that the problem exists in
what the participants are currently doing – the actions of people involved and the
responses of the others in the situation – and in the fact that these actions and
reactions seem to be a repeating cycle that is hard to break out of. The solution, of
course, lies in doing something different: but something different is exactly what
the exasperated participants cannot seem to discover. The process of collaborative
consultation – and the skill of the EP who may be hosting this kind of conversa-
tion – is about initiating the small changes the participants will build on to
unblock these stuck patterns; and this means that one or other or all of them will
discover within themselves the resources, the confidence, and most importantly
the willingness to start to do something different.

Benefits of collaborative consultation

The way of working described above is about people working together to find ways
of solving problems so that teaching and learning can go on successfully where the
teacher and child are now – in this classroom, in this school. It therefore inherently
fosters inclusion. But it is also itself profoundly inclusive: it is predicated on, and
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engenders, participation and respect among all the participants. It is also con-
cerned with helping the adults, and especially the teachers, to find solutions to
problems in teaching and learning that were causing them to feel stuck. It is there-
fore intrinsically a process of self-improvement that aligns readily with a school’s
other efforts for improvements that increase its capacity to provide for any and
every child who comes through the door.

Thus the benefits of using this approach are not only to be seen in specific
‘successful outcomes’. At its best, the process is also a developmental experience
for everyone involved. And it engenders respect, and identifies and builds on the
participants’ resources and strengths: it values, affirms, and empowers teachers;
and it values, affirms, and empowers children and parents.

Because all the relevant professionals participate in the teacher’s School
Action Plus team, multi-agency work ceases to be a matter of cross-referring chil-
dren; instead, it allows the professionals to coordinate their activities from the
outset as part of the initial and ongoing planning, and ensures parents and pupils
real partnership with them in the process. And the involvement of parents and
pupils is not just a nice idea: the process of multi-agency collaborative consulta-
tion is far more likely to succeed when parents and children are included in the
team as partners and their own needs as they themselves define them are consid-
ered and addressed. This is inclusive practice that leads to inclusive solutions.
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Part 3

Challenges and
possibilities





The inclusion ‘movement’ has both drawn upon and stimulated a wide range of
education scholarship and research. This range embraces: attempts to refine the
conceptualisation of inclusive education; studies which aim to identify the char-
acteristics and determinants of inclusive schools and classrooms; comparative
and detailed studies of practice which reveal features of inclusive practice in rela-
tion to specific groups of learners; studies of the educational and other outcomes
of inclusive provision; and collaborative action research aiming to learn about and
promote the changes in practice entailed in schools becoming more inclusive.
Reviewing this range, Clough (2000) has usefully proposed a tentative ‘frame-
work of perspectives’, with five main elements that map broadly onto related
historical developments in the UK over the preceding fifty years. He has sug-
gested that each perspective generally dominated a decade since the 1950s,
having had its roots in earlier times and having consequences which in many
cases continue into the present. So we have:

● the psycho-medical legacy;
● the sociological response;
● curricular approaches;
● school improvement strategies;
● and the disability studies critique.

Whilst these different perspectives indicate the richness of research and scholar-
ship in this field, they also point to a considerable degree of fragmentation. It is
our view that the relationships amongst these perspectives have not, by and large,
been characterised by productive dialogue. For the most part, indeed, there has
been no relationship at all, and research within any one perspective has proceeded
as though the other perspectives simply did not exist. To use our own work as an
example, one of us (Dyson) completed a study of the impact on the attainments of
other students of the inclusion in mainstream schools of students identified as
having special educational needs (Dyson et al., 2004). The study operates with
the familiar techniques of school effectiveness and school improvement research
– analyses of student outcomes, aggregation of those outcomes at school level,

Chapter 13

Towards an interdisciplinary
research agenda for inclusive
education

Alan Dyson and Andrew Howes



and case studies of more and less ‘inclusive’, and more and less ‘effective’,
schools. Its conceptualisation of inclusion is limited and traditional: the idea
that students can be divided meaningfully and usefully into those with and with-
out special educational needs is accepted; inclusion is seen as being about the
placement of the former group in mainstream schools; and the worthwhileness
of inclusion is to be judged simply by its impacts on the attainments of other
students. Whilst the study was designed in this way for what we continue to
believe are good reasons, and whilst – as good research should – it acknowl-
edges its own limitations, it remains the case that it owes little if anything to the
other perspectives which have been so productive elsewhere in inclusion
research. We suggest, however, that similar criticisms could be levelled at many
other studies in this field.

Moreover, where there has been engagement between different types of
research and scholarship, this has often taken the form of critique rather than dia-
logue. At its extreme, this has involved hostile exchanges (one thinks of one
writer famously describing the work of others as ‘intellectual masturbation’
(Oliver, 1992, for instance). However, there has been an underlying dynamic in
relationships between perspectives which is usefully captured in Thomas and
Loxley’s (2001) phrase – ‘deconstructing special education and constructing
inclusion’. In essence, educational responses to student difference which are seen
by inclusion advocates as marginalising are held to emanate from faulty construc-
tions of difference. Such constructions locate the cause of marginalisation in the
characteristics of individuals and groups rather than in the ideologies, structures
and practices of the education system and of wider society. They are embodied in
and legitimised by traditional forms of scholarly and practitioner knowledge –
notably, psychology, medicine and the practices of special education. It is, there-
fore, necessary to engage in a process of what Corbett and Slee (2000) call
‘cultural vigilantism’, whereby these knowledges are deconstructed, and a new
‘inclusive’ way of knowing is constructed, out of which new practices and new
forms of provision can emerge.

This process of deconstruction and reconstruction produces sometimes quite
masterly reviews of the field – Thomas and Loxley’s work is a case in point, as are
Skrtic’s essays on the crisis of professional knowledge (Skrtic, 1991a, 1991b,
1995). However, it is essentially a process which is based on critique. Inclusion
comes to be defined in opposition to other scholarly perspectives which claim to
generate knowledge about similar sets of issues in relation to similar groups of
learners. This is particularly true of Clough’s (2000) ‘psycho-medical legacy’.
The claims made by this perspective relate primarily to the understanding of dif-
ferences between individuals and groups of learners in terms of the characteristics
of those individuals and groups. As such, they offer a prime target for deconstruc-
tion by those who wish to foreground other understandings of difference – in
terms, say, of the dynamics of social practices or the operation of power and inter-
est in education and wider social systems. It is no surprise, therefore, that the
psychological and medical understandings of learners which played such a crucial
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part in the development of special education have, for so long, been in the front
line of the deconstruction-construction process. Indeed, it is indicative that
Clough talks of the psychomedical ‘legacy’, as though such a perspective lost its
vibrancy and validity at some time in the past.

One response to this situation is to seek to blur the distinctions between the dif-
ferent perspectives which do, or might, contribute to the development of inclusive
education. It is no coincidence, for instance, that educational psychology, from its
front-line position, has engaged in successive attempts to ‘reconstruct’ itself
(Gillham, 1978) in ways which take account of the critiques to which it has been
subject. Of particular note in recent years has been the work of Norwich (and col-
laborators) in arguing against caricatured representations of psycho-medical
knowledge, and in exploring the interrelationship between ‘medical’ and ‘social’
models of difference and the ‘connectivity’ between the knowledge embodied in
special and inclusive educational practices (see, for instance, Norwich, 2000b,
2002; Norwich and Lewis, 2001 and also Farrell and Venables in this volume). It
is significant in this respect that Norwich sees this work as originating from an
inter-disciplinary starting point:

The book that really changed my views I [first] read as an A-level student,
Sane Society by Fromm, a Marxian psychoanalyst. Erich Fromm took an
interdisciplinary view combining psychodynamic and social-economic con-
flict models. He did not deny the importance of the intrapsychic, or of
character or personality or macro-social factors … So in a sense I thought ‘I
want to be like him …’

(Norwich, 2000a: 108)

The importance of such an interdisciplinary perspective is an issue to which we
shall shortly return. However, it is important at this point to note that the divisions
which beset research and scholarship in inclusive education are not accidental,
and that forging links between them is not likely to be simple. If there is an oppo-
sitional dynamic within this field, it is in part because there is no coherent ‘field’
of inclusive education at all. As Thomas and O’Hanlon argue:

‘Inclusion’ has become something of an international buzz-word. It is diffi-
cult to trace its provenance or the growth in its use over the last two decades,
but what is certain is that it is now de rigueur for policy documents, mission
statements and political speeches. It has become a slogan – almost obligatory
in the discourse of all right-thinking people.

(2002: vii)

The result, as we have seen, is that quite different understandings of difference
and quite different claims to knowledge operate in the same intellectual space.
Different writers may use the language of inclusion to refer to quite different phe-
nomena; some may arrogate that language exclusively in support of their own
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views, denying it to those with different perspectives; others may see themselves
as working outside the field of inclusion when in fact they are concerned with
much the same issues as those who identify themselves as belonging to that field.

The situation is aggravated by the peculiar role of values in inclusion scholar-
ship and research. For many in this putative field, inclusion is: ‘based on a value
system that welcomes and celebrates diversity arising from gender, nationality,
race, language of origin, social background, educational achievement or disabili-
ty’ (Mittler, 2000: 10). Such scholars might well argue that all research is based
on value positions of some kind, and that it is much better to make these values
explicit and a matter for open debate than to conceal them beneath a cloak of sci-
entific objectivity. However, commitment of this kind injects new complexities
into the interactions between different perspectives in this field. Competing con-
structions of difference come to seem not only more or less robust, but also more
or less preferable in ethical terms. Under these circumstances, it becomes difficult
to recognise what might be helpful, illuminating and legitimately challenging in
these other perspectives. The scholarly task of questioning assumptions and test-
ing evidence becomes conflated with the ethical task of struggling to establish
better (i.e. morally better) ways of thinking.

Beneath these complexities lies an even greater problem. Building on work by
Norwich (1993), Berlak and Berlak (1981) and others, one of us (Dyson) has
argued that educational responses to learner difference can usefully be understood
in terms of dilemmas and contradictions (Clark et al., 1998; Dyson, 1999; Dyson
and Millward, 2000). Put simply, mass education systems such as those of the UK
are based on a contradiction inherent in the aim of offering large numbers of learn-
ers – who differ from each other in significant ways – an education which is
common to all. Educators and education policy makers are thus faced with the
dilemma of how to respond simultaneously to differences and commonalities
between learners. This dilemma is resolved in different ways at different times and
in different places. The point is, however, that, as a dilemma, it may be resolved but
can never be solved. In other words, there is no way of making the tension between
the two ‘horns’ of the dilemma disappear.

Viewed in this way, what we have called the ‘field’ of inclusion might more
accurately be characterised as the field within which resolutions of this ‘dilemma
of difference’ emerge. Various attempts to develop inclusive education are thus
recast as attempts at resolution which emphasise the commonality pole of that
dilemma. Several amongst Clough’s five perspectives are equally concerned with
commonality, but emphasise different aspects of what it is that learners have in
common. For instance, the ‘disability studies critique’ tends to focus on the rights
of disabled learners as citizens, while the ‘school improvement approach’ tends to
focus on the common school organisational framework within which education is
delivered. Other perspectives tend to generate resolutions which pay more atten-
tion to difference than to commonality. The ‘psycho-medical legacy’ in particular
has, as we observed earlier, focused substantially on what makes individuals and
groups different from each other.
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In one sense, viewing these perspectives through the lens of dilemmas and the
resolution of dilemmas changes nothing. It is still the case that different resolu-
tions embody different understandings of difference and different value positions.
They originate from, embody and serve to reproduce particular socio-political
positions and therefore tend to favour some interests over others. They are not
simply interchangeable or equally preferable from any given standpoint. On the
other hand, precisely because resolutions are not solutions, neither is any of them
in the privileged position of being able to refute any other. Each resolution is nec-
essarily both optional and provisional. It is adopted for certain purposes and on
the basis of certain assumptions and values. As other purposes arise and other
assumptions and values are foregrounded, other resolutions are always likely to
emerge. The dynamic within the field of inclusive education, therefore, is not one
in which ‘superior’ (more robust, or more ethically desirable) positions critique
and dispose of ‘inferior’ positions. Rather, the process of deconstruction and
reconstruction is a continuing one in which new circumstances call for new reso-
lutions – which will in their turn be replaced by newer resolutions.

This has important implications for the nature of research in this field and for
the relationship between different types and traditions of research. As Clough
(2000) suggests, the history of this field is one in which successive ‘perspectives’
come to dominate research at particular points in time. In establishing themselves
and struggling for dominance, it is inevitable that writers within one perspective
will try to present their own work as offering comprehensive and rigorous expla-
nations and will, from time to time, critique the assumptions of preceding and
competing perspectives. Such moves, we suggest, are essential for elaborating
new perspectives, demonstrating their robustness, and differentiating them from
their competitors. So, for instance, Tomlinson’s ground-breaking A Sociology of
Special Education (1982) was ground-breaking precisely because it undertook a
comprehensive and robust exposition of this kind, and because it pointed to limi-
tations in the preceding ‘psycho-medical perspective’. That is why it remains an
important book for students of the field to this day.

However, it is important to realise that Tomlinson’s work did not invalidate the
psycho-medical perspective, any more than, say, the subsequent rise of the
‘school improvement’ perspective invalidated the somewhat deterministic views
that she herself espoused. Rather, critiques and expositions of this kind identify
the founding assumptions of other perspectives, point to the limitations (‘bound-
aries’ might be better) which those assumptions inevitably entail, and set out
alternative sets of assumptions on which the new perspective is based. In the
politically charged and value-laden field of inclusive education, it is difficult not
to see this process as one of conflict in which there has to be an outright winner.
An alternative, however, is to see it as one of clarification, in which work within
different perspectives becomes more transparent and intelligible as its assump-
tions and boundaries are exposed. If this process uncovers what a particular body
of work fails to do and the issues it fails to address, it also reveals more clearly
what it does do and where its value might lie.
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Again, it might be useful to think in terms of specific examples. For many
years, there have been controversies around ‘non-normative’ disabilities –
dyslexia, attention deficit disorder, autism and so on – where the nature and use-
fulness of diagnostic criteria are contested and where competing explanations of
learners’ difficulties are available. From a psycho-medical perspective, it is impor-
tant to test out the usefulness of the label for intervention purposes, to clarify
diagnostic criteria, and to explore the sorts of interventions that might make a dif-
ference to individuals who ‘have’ these conditions. From a ‘school improvement’
perspective, the diagnosis and label are less important than finding teaching and
organisational strategies to work with these learners. From a ‘sociological’ per-
spective, the issue is how and in whose interests such conditions are constructed
when alternative constructs are readily available. However, these different accounts
do not invalidate each other. It may be, for instance, that attention deficit disorder
is a construct that serves to buttress the position of psychologists and (especially)
medics, and to take pressure off schools and families alike. This does not mean that
the label is necessarily unable to lead to interventions helpful to the learner, nor
that schools need not organise themselves to respond to such learners.

In the light of this, we suggest that it is possible for productive relationships
between research perspectives to be fostered in at least three ways. First, the
process of critique can be made more systematic and robust, and, equally impor-
tant, can be applied in an even-handed way. Systematicity and robustness come,
we believe, from interrogating research in terms of a common set of questions.
Some of these are the sorts of standard questions about rigour and trustworthiness
which might be applied to any research – are the research questions clear, is the
design appropriate, are conclusions based on the evidence, is the argumentation
internally coherent and so on. Others, however, refer more to the issues raised in
this chapter – what ‘perspective’ the research works within, in terms of the
assumptions that are built into it; what values are built into that perspective; what
resolutions are proposed of the ‘dilemma of difference’; who is advocating these
resolutions; and what interests are furthered or baulked by these resolutions.
These are not questions that can be applied mechanically to every piece of
research, but they do provide a common framework within which research studies
can be critiqued and understood.

Even-handedness in this process comes from applying this framework to all
research in the field, including research within one’s own favoured perspective.
As we have argued, there is a tendency for work within this field to set about dis-
posing of other kinds of research and scholarship as fatally flawed, to seize the
high moral ground by foregrounding its values, and, in some cases to argue that it
is more capable than other work of challenging the marginalisation, exclusion or
oppression of disadvantaged learners. Claims of this kind deserve to be taken
seriously and can often be substantiated. However, this does not free such work
from the obligation of being interrogated in terms of our common framework.
Work which presents itself as being based on highly inclusive values and assump-
tions, or which explicitly aligns itself with oppressed people nonetheless has
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implicit assumptions which need to be explored, is nonetheless produced by par-
ticular individuals and groups, and nonetheless promotes certain interests at the
expense of others. In this respect, it is as well to remember that much of the work
which is now consigned to the ‘psycho-medical legacy’ and seen as serving the
vested interests of professional groups and an exclusive education system was
itself at one time offered as the best hope for marginalised learners.

The second strategy for fostering productive relationships between perspec-
tives is to build such relationships into the design of research. To some extent, this
can be done at the level of individual studies, though the close relationship
between the design of studies and their founding assumptions makes it difficult to
build different starting assumptions into the same study. It is much easier at the
levels of programmes of research, where a series of studies can explore a particu-
lar issue from a range of perspectives. This would require a number of conditions
to be in place. It would, for instance, be necessary to devote time and energy to the
designing of programmes as opposed to studies, and to the business of synthesis-
ing the findings of individual studies. It is also worth noting that synthesising in
this sense is about something much more complex than simply aggregating find-
ings, since it also involves the sort of critical interrogation of assumptions which
we have described above. Programmatic research of this kind also requires the
creation of multi-perspectival (if not multidisciplinary) research teams and access
to stable, relatively long-term, funding. It is well known, however, that such con-
ditions are difficult to find in a research system which is fragmented and favours
small- or medium-scale research on the basis of relatively low levels of time-lim-
ited funding (Hillage et al., 1998). In terms of the inclusion field, particularly, it is
probably true to say that most research is undertaken by lone researchers or small
teams, usually based in a single institution, and usually working together precisely
because of their shared perspective rather than because of any productive differ-
ences.

The third strategy is perhaps a little less problematic in current circumstances.
We drew attention earlier to Norwich’s attempt to locate his work in an interdis-
ciplinary context and to his interest in exploring the boundaries between
perspectives. This points to the possibility of what we might call bridge-building
research and scholarship, where the explicit aim is to clarify misunderstandings
between different perspectives and to explore the common ground that they
might share. The UK is fortunate in that the organisation of higher education and
of the school systems, and the culture of academic and professional life, erects
fewer perspectival barriers than is the case in many other countries. Although
some barriers undoubtedly exist, it remains the case that education researchers of
all persuasions tend to work in the same relatively small departments, while edu-
cational psychologists, special educators and mainstream teachers tend to have
similar academic backgrounds and to have at least some opportunities for shared
training. For this reason, many researchers in the inclusion field are able to work
across perspectival boundaries as the need arises. To take an example more or
less at random, Lindsay and colleagues have recently undertaken a study of the
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under- and over-representation of different ethnic groups in the English special
needs education system (Lindsay et al., 2006). Such a study crosses the bound-
aries of the ‘psycho-medical’ perspective, the ‘school improvement’ perspective
and the ‘sociological’ perspective, in that it requires the research team to under-
stand the technicalities of diagnosis and labelling, the relationship between these
processes and school dynamics, and the issues of power and interest with which
these processes are shot through. Such boundary-crossing may seem relatively
unremarkable in this country but it would not, we suggest, seem so everywhere.
While we do not suggest that every study could or should cross boundaries in
this way, we do argue that the capacity to do this is more valuable than we often
realise and should be nurtured.

A case study of our own

We wish to conclude this chapter by undertaking a critical examination of a
research study which locates itself in the field of inclusive education. We wish to
show how the interrogative framework we have outlined might be used in respect
of this study, consider how far the study was designed and developed in accor-
dance with the principles set out above, and explore how this work might have
been (or might still be) taken further in the light of these principles. To avoid
selecting one researcher’s work above others for scrutiny of this kind, the study we
will analyse is a piece of work in which we ourselves have been involved.

The study in question is the ‘Understanding and developing inclusive practices
in schools’ project, funded by the Teaching and Learning Research Programme of
the Economic and Social Research Council (award no. L139 25 1001). The study
was led by Mel Ainscow at Manchester, Tony Booth at Christ Church University
College Canterbury, and Alan Dyson (then) of Newcastle, was funded between
2000 and 2003, and has been extensively reported elsewhere (see, particularly,
Ainscow et al., 2004, 2006a, 2006b). It involved engagement in twenty-five
schools in three local authority areas over the period of three years. The schools
were invited, in negotiation with the university researchers, to identify some
aspect of their practice which they wished to develop in a more inclusive direc-
tion. They then worked with the university teams in a process of collaborative
action research whereby they made changes in their practice, monitored the
impacts of those changes, and undertook further cycles of change and monitoring
as necessary. Relationships between teachers, local authority officers and univer-
sity staff were developed and maintained over this time through a series of events,
regular workshops, and increasingly through collaborative research visits between
participating schools, where teachers acted as research partners for their col-
leagues in another school.

It is difficult to meaningfully and briefly summarise all the findings from this
extensive network. But in one local education authority (LEA), for example, we
conceptualised the difficulties of addressing issues of inclusion as resulting from
the social boundaries that exist within schools, and between schools and their wider
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communities. We found that such boundaries were sometimes supported by the per-
sonal assumptions of staff, linked to personal histories and relationships within the
school. They also received support where they aligned with common ways of inter-
preting tensions and dilemmas, such as with respect to assumptions about ethnicity
and socio-economic status, for example. These boundaries, we observed, were
largely taken for granted; they became for us a way of conceptualising how values,
preconceptions, relationships and norms affect what is possible within institutions.

There are some aspects of this study that are closely aligned with the principles
we set out above. By the (limited) standards of education research, this was a rel-
atively long-term and large-scale study, undertaken by a relatively large team of
researchers based in three institutions. The team was created specifically for this
study and deliberately embraced, if not differences of perspective then at least dif-
ferences of emphasis within a broadly shared perspective. Indeed, much debate
took place within the project team about whether it would be possible to come up
with agreed findings or whether it would be more honest to report three perspec-
tives on a common set of issues. Most members of research teams resisted
locating their work within a single disciplinary perspective and felt reasonably
comfortable with at least a limited amount of boundary crossing. However, there
was also a good deal of common ground between team members and the study is
located more or or less squarely within the ‘school improvement’ perspective.
While it is true that the team was put together specifically for this study, it is also
true that the lead members in particular knew each other well and that social and
intellectual compatibility played a large part in determining the composition of
the team.

If we interrogate the study in terms of the framework we set out earlier, the
nature of its focus and founding assumptions become clearer. We made much of
the collaborative nature of the study in that it involved university researchers and
teachers working together. This extends the participant group beyond that com-
monly found in educational research, but it remains the case that the study’s
agenda was a professional one. Productive as the teacher-researcher dialogue often
was, the assumption that inclusion could be understood through such a dialogue of
professionals was built into the study. Not surprisingly, therefore, the study
focused on those things which professionals could most easily control – notably,
school and classroom practices and the ways in which those practices could be
articulated, conceptualised and discussed. If professional understandings emerged
as the key to inclusion, this is hardly surprising, since a study designed and imple-
mented by professionals focused on those understandings almost exclusively.

The values on which the study was based were, in many respects, admirably
explicit. Two of the lead researchers (Ainscow and Booth) had also led the devel-
opment of the Index for Inclusion (Booth and Ainscow, 2002; Booth et al., 2000)
which elaborates a set of inclusive values and gives clear indications as to what
these values might look like when operationalised in schools. In broad terms, the
Index privileges values of respect for difference within the common social institu-
tion of the school. The Index was used as a starting point for schools’ review of
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the inclusiveness or otherwise of their own practices. It is worth noting that the
Index is a tool to be used primarily at the level of the institution, as part of a
school development process, rather than at the level of individual practice or sys-
tem organisation (though it can doubtless be adapted for these purposes). Our
study, too, assumed that the institutional level was the one at which inclusive
developments were most likely or feasible.

When the study’s values and assumptions are set out in this way, it becomes
easier to see what it does and does not contribute. On the one hand, the study adds
significantly to understandings of the role of the institution in the development of
inclusive practice. In making sense of its findings, we explicitly considered the
relationship between institutional development and the national policy context,
and in so doing were required to confront issues of power and interest as they
operate in that context. On the other hand, the study has little to say about power
and interest in broader social structures. Its institutional focus constructs inclu-
sion as an issue in institutional development, rather than as something which
emerges (or fails to emerge) from these broader structures. Its professional focus
similarly assumes that teachers are free to ‘think’ their way towards inclusive
practices, with only limited acknowledgement that their thinking might be locked
into cultural assumptions from which they cannot escape. The same emphasis on
professional understanding means that the study pays little attention to under-
standing the sorts of differences between learners that might have interested a
more psycho-medically oriented piece of research. The assumption is not that
such differences do not matter, but that professionals are able to ‘think’ their way
towards appropriate responses to such differences, and that given the opportunity,
they have the commitment and capacity to do so. Moreover, the voices and values
of professionals overwhelm those of learners and their families in the study. It is
not that these voices are entirely silent – indeed, teachers were encouraged to col-
lect evidence about what their students thought and wanted. However, the role of
students’ voices is to stimulate teacher reflection about their own practice. The
assumption is that teachers, supported by university researchers, are able to
understand what learners have to say, and that teachers acting in accordance with
the values of the Index must necessarily be acting in their students’ best interests.
We wonder whether writers within the ‘disability studies’ perspective would nec-
essarily agree with this!

We see this critique of our work not as an end in itself, but as a useful starting
point for productive dialogue. It seems likely that, if we had put together a more
genuinely diverse research team, some of these issues might have been addressed
in the design of the research and the interpretation of its findings. Post hoc, we
hope that those who work within different perspectives will themselves address
these issues. There are important questions to ask about whether students share
the same values as their inclusively oriented teachers and, if they do, whether they
see the same aspects of practice as inclusive or exclusive. Likewise, it is important
to consider how far individual teachers and institutions can escape shared social
assumptions, or, more correctly, what is the nature of the interaction between
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understandings at the micro-level and macro-level social processes. Finally, we
need to ask what the limitations are (if any) of teachers’ ability to ‘think’ their way
towards inclusive responses to difference. At what point (if any) is a different,
more technical kind of knowledge useful, and at what point (if any) does the
capacity of teachers to respond to difference become stretched to breaking point?

Addressing questions such as these – there are doubtless many more – would
make it possible to set the findings of our (necessarily) limited study in a wider
context. It would cease to be an isolated piece of research, or even a combatant in
a struggle between different perspectives, and would become part of an overarch-
ing effort to explore the field of inclusive education as a whole. The differences
between perspectives  – and their points of incompatibility – would not disappear
in such a venture, but alternative perspectives would become resources on which
to draw rather than enemies to be annihilated.
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Introduction

Psychologists from several different traditions have recently been addressing
questions of inclusion. For example, a proposal for the establishment of a section
of the British Psychological Society for the ‘Psychology of Inclusion’ came from
the field of occupational psychology (Chamberlain and Meehan, 2003). The
American Psychological Association has issued guidelines for ‘infusing’ inclu-
sive approaches into textbooks for teaching psychology (Trimble, 2003). Abrams
and Christian (2007: 215) examine social inclusion and exclusion from a social
psychological perspective, proposing a ‘relational dynamics’ framework encom-
passing various dimensions of exclusion. Farrell and Venables (Chapter 10) and
Hick (2005) consider educational psychologists’ engagement with inclusive edu-
cation, whilst Goodley and Lawthom (2006) examine the potential for engaging
critical psychology with disabilities studies, both of these being fields that can
bring insights to bear on inclusion in education.

The contributions that can be drawn from psychology in developing an under-
standing of inclusive education become clearer when an interdisciplinary frame is
applied to inclusion as social justice. It is at this point, where psychology interacts
with education as an interdisciplinary field, that the social context in which psy-
chology is to be applied requires clarity about the social values on which it is based.
The history of psychology’s involvement in education is hardly neutral, indeed
‘social and political values have a pervasive and continuing influence on the nature
of psychology and its relationship with education’ (Norwich, 2000: 8). Gary
Thomas highlights the dangers of ignoring this issue in Chapter 1. He argues else-
where that: ‘to promote inclusion involves judgements based on values, and there is
no reason to be apologetic about this’ (Thomas and Glenny, 2002: 366). I adopt an
orientation to promoting social justice as a starting point for understanding and
developing more inclusive practices in education. The critique that such an
approach is unjustifiable or unscientific is strongly countered by Brantlinger
(2004). A retreat into an efficacy-based model of research in inclusive education
does not avoid the question of values: ‘neutrality in social justice research is … a
myth, whether or not one declares one’s value system’ (Blair, 1998: 20). Most
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importantly, the rejection of a position starting from inclusive education as social
justice is based on ‘the mistaken belief that one can in education unproblematically
separate the disinterested from the interested, the apolitical from the ideological, the
objective from the subjective, the reasoned from the irrational, the evidence-based
from the arbitrary’ (Thomas and Glenny, 2002: 347).

Inclusive education as social justice

As the focus of concerns encompassed by those involved in developing inclusive
education has broadened, there is a sense in which the term ‘inclusion’ has itself
become less useful. Cummings et al. (2003: 63) suggest that a ‘significant shift in
thinking … needs to take place when the focus moves from the politics of dis-
ablement to the politics of social and economic disadvantage’. This is reflected in
a tendency to use a variety of terms such as ‘equity’, ‘enabling education’, or
‘inclusion and diversity’, for naming research groups, textbooks or postgraduate
programmes.

The trajectory of multiple discourses of inclusion in the UK has been strongly
influenced by the development of policy under the New Labour government since
1997. Many observers have noted the tension, evident throughout this period,
between the standards and inclusion agendas, whilst a number of studies have
addressed the complexities schools face in attempting to navigate these compet-
ing pressures (Ainscow et al., 2006). At the same time it is possible to discern
processes of incorporating the language of inclusion, both into a welfarist ‘social
exclusion’ agenda and in response to a powerful special needs lobby. This section
discusses both of these developments before considering how psychology for
inclusive education can relate to a social justice agenda.

Beyond special versus mainstream

There is a sense of unreality in the tone of moral panic framing much of the recent
debate about special school closures in the UK media (e.g. The Sunday Times, 14
January, 2007). In fact there has not been a mass exodus of children moving from
special schools into the mainstream, and there seems little prospect of this happen-
ing in the foreseeable future. The proportion of the school-age population in the
special school sector remains very much the same after a decade of New Labour,
and five years after the introduction of the Statutory Inclusion Framework (Ofsted,
2004; Daniels and Porter, 2007). Ofsted (2006) recently published a report sig-
nalling an attempt to move discussion forward from the ‘special versus
mainstream’ debate. Their survey showed that ‘more good or outstanding provision
existed in resourced mainstream schools’ than in other types of school. They criti-
cized the ‘simplistic and mistaken’ view that local authority reorganizations
involving special school closure meant an inevitable loss of specialist support
(Ofsted, 2006: 19) Interestingly, the report pointed out that the composition of spe-
cial schools is changing, so that many no longer ‘specialize’ in one category of
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special educational needs (SEN). For example schools designated as catering for
students categorized as having ‘moderate learning difficulties’, are increasingly
accommodating students described as having ‘autistic spectrum disorders’ and
‘behavioural, emotional and social difficulties’. This development reflects recent
research findings questioning the extent to which there can be said to be specialist
pedagogies for particular categories of disability (see Florian, Chapter 4).

For those concerned with promoting inclusive education, a central focus
remains the development of more inclusive practices within the mainstream of the
education systems so that fewer children experience exclusion or marginalization
(Ainscow et al., 2006). Nevertheless, it is interesting to observe a tendency
emerging within the special education sector to elide the concepts of mainstream
and special schools. For example, the government strategy for special educational
needs aims to ‘break down the divide between mainstream and special schools to
create a unified system where all schools and their pupils are included within the
wider community of schools’ (DfES, 2004: 38).

This revised meaning of inclusion reflects the contested and fluid nature of
the term, and is visible in references to practices such as mixed-ability classes in
special schools as a form of ‘inclusion’. An appropriation of ‘inclusion’ as a
form of special schooling gives rise to a sense of déjà vu, reminiscent of the opti-
mism which greeted the 1970 Education Act, which marked the first legal
recognition of the right to education for children described (currently) as having
severe learning difficulties. As the field of inclusive education has shifted from
an initial focus on placement in mainstream schools, to processes of participa-
tion and achievement, and from learners identified as having SEN to all learners,
policy makers have performed an intellectual ‘sleight of hand’, introducing an
element of double-think. The result is that ‘the meaning of inclusion has been
colonized’ (Armstrong, 2005: 149), as ‘the New Labour vision of inclusion is
one that reconstructs inclusion within the traditional framework of special edu-
cation and in so doing reinforces its traditional purposes’ (p. 136). It is worth
noting that special education emerged as a historical artifact of the development
of mass compulsory schooling in late nineteenth-century capitalism, rather than
in response to evidence of effective specialist pedagogy. In this process, ‘the
problem of school failure was reframed … in the new field of special education,
which emerged as a means to remove and contain the most recalcitrant students’
(Skrtic, 1991: 152).

The marketization of inclusion and exclusion

Lunt and Norwich (Chapter 8) introduce the issue of the impact of the market
reforms on inclusion in the UK education system. Much of the architecture of
marketization established by the Thatcher and Major governments has been con-
tinued and extended under New Labour; from Ofsted, SATS and league tables to
tuition fees, Academies and private sector partnerships. The impact of these pres-
sures has continually ‘entailed the generation of a more competitive, selective,
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and socially divisive series of policies and practices’ (Barton, 2004: 64).
Discourses of inclusion in schools become bound up in the now ubiquitous, and at
times invisible, language of the market: ‘There is a tendency to speak in one
breath about inclusive education, but to fail to acknowledge the policy context
that presses us relentlessly towards educational exclusion in the other. Here we
refer to the marketisation of schooling’ (Slee and Allan, 2001: 179).

Inevitably it is the disadvantaged, the minorities, and the disempowered who
are the losers in the education marketplace. Unsurprisingly, students identified as
having special educational needs have sustained a disproportionately high rate of
disciplinary exclusion throughout this period (Hick et al., 2007). Ball (1993: 8)
points out that ‘excluded students have their market “choice” taken away from
them’. Indeed Nes (2004: 122) poses the question aptly: ‘What is the market
value of people with special needs?’

The relocation of inclusive education within the New Labour rhetoric of
‘social exclusion’ has involved a down-playing of the role of material inequality
and disadvantage, in favour of an individualized and internalized discourse of
‘poverty of aspiration’ and self-esteem (Hick et al., 2007). It has shifted the onus
of social change from the institution to the individual, so that ‘special educational
needs continues to be a legitimating label for the failure of the system to address
itself to the aspirations, dignity and human worth of so many young people’
(Armstrong, 2005: 147).

Thomas and Loxley (2007) have drawn attention to the need for inclusive edu-
cation to build on a broader base in social theory. Artiles et al. (2006) review social
justice perspectives in inclusive education, identifying parallel ‘justification’ and
‘implementation’ discourses with ‘individual’ and ‘communitarian’ foci. They call
for a shift from traditional approaches to social justice in theorizing inclusive edu-
cation towards future transformative models that ‘must embrace participatory
strategies in which distribution of resources, access, and social cohesion consti-
tutes the foundation of democratic egalitarian alternatives’ (p. 267). It is this notion
of transformative social justice that offers a fruitful approach to drawing on
Vygotsky’s legacy for psychology applied to inclusive education.

Vygotsky on social transformation, inclusive
pedagogy and inclusive schooling

Of course just as there are multiple discourses of inclusion in education, so multi-
ple interpretations are possible of the significance of Vygotsky’s work today, and
one should not claim one understanding or interpretation as solely authentic. It is
important to recognise that recent debates around inclusion did not arise in the
same form during Vygotsky’s lifetime and therefore his writings cannot be neatly
transposed into current contexts (Daniels, Chapter 3). The aim here is simply to
review aspects of his writings that have particular relevance, and to show how
central elements of his thinking can inform our understanding of inclusive learn-
ing. Vygotsky’s thought remains surprisingly relevant when viewed from this
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perspective, on key questions such as: a sociocultural understanding of inclusive
learning (Kershner, Chapter 5); inclusive and specialist pedagogies (Florian,
Chapter 4); cooperative learning strategies (Putnam, Chapter 7); and the
‘dynamic assessment’ of learning potential as an alternative to IQ (Stringer,
Chapter 11). Daniels (Chapter 3) deals in detail with terminology issues for read-
ers who may be unfamiliar with Vygotsky’s writings; clearly those who seek to
understand his work will need to make allowances for references to outdated ter-
minology. For example, given the negative resonance to contemporary ears of the
language of ‘defectology’ it is interesting to consider how Vygotsky’s description
of disability as a ‘social sprain’ (Vygotsky 1994: 20) can be read as prefiguring a
social model of disability.

Vygotsky and social transformation

In discussing Vygotsky’s legacy in the context of inclusive education as transfor-
mative social justice, an obvious starting point is with the centrality of Marxism to
his thought. Many scholars have pointed to the Marxist roots of Vygotsky’s think-
ing. For example, Cole and Scribner comment that: ‘“A psychologically relevant
application of dialectical and historical materialism” would be one accurate sum-
mary of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of higher mental processes’ (1978: 6). The
influence of Marx on Vygotsky extended, for example, from his understanding of
the development of thought and consciousness itself, to his vision of education in
the service of social transformation. Vygotsky offers a basis for social theory that
is congruent with inclusive education, by linking the social world to individual
development:

A complicated relationship between these two factors [consciousness and
way of life] can be observed in a highly developed society which has
acquired a complex class structure. Here the influence of the basis on the
psychological superstructure of man turns out not to be direct, but mediated
by a large number of very complex material and spiritual factors. But even
here, the basic law of historical human development, which proclaims that
human beings are created by the society in which they live and that it repre-
sents the determining factor in the formation of their personalities, remains
in force.

(1994: 176)

Tudge and Winterhoff (1999) reflect on the relations between the social world and
cognitive development in the writings of Vygotsky, Piaget and Bandura, drawing
attention to areas of commonality between the three. The dialectical nature of the
relationship between the social and the individual is summed up by Bandura as
follows: ‘Personal and environmental factors do not function as independent
determinants; rather, they determine each other. People create, alter and destroy
environments. The changes they produce in environmental conditions, in turn,
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affect their behaviour and the nature of future life’ (Bandura (1986: 23) in Tudge
and Winterhoff (1999: 321–2)).

For Vygotsky, the dialectic of the social world and individual development was
not conceived of as occurring within a static society, but as historically situated in
processes of social change and transformation, in which human agency played a
key part. It is important to understand the development of his ideas in the context
of a period of intense creativity and innovation in art and culture in early post-rev-
olutionary Russia (Blanck, 1990). For example Luria described his own
experiences at that time:

Life offered me the fantastically stimulating atmosphere of an active, rapidly
changing society. My entire generation was infused with the energy of revo-
lutionary change – the liberating energy people feel when they are part of a
society that is able to make tremendous progress in a very short time.

(Luria, 1979: 17)

We have a recent example in the new South Africa, of how psychology can
respond to the challenges posed by processes of social transformation
(Engelbrecht, Chapter 9). Vygotsky’s vision of the role of education reflects an
optimism about the possibilities for more positive social change, albeit under the
difficult circumstances of his time: ‘It is education which should play the central
role in the transformation of man – this road of conscious social formation of new
generations’ (Vygotsky, 1994: 181).

Vygotsky on inclusive pedagogy

Recent research (Norwich and Lewis, 2007; Corbett and Norwich, 2005; Davis and
Florian, 2004; Florian, Chapter 4) suggests that, despite traditional assumptions
about special education, there is limited evidence for separate specialist pedagogies
for learners described as having special educational needs. Norwich and Lewis
(2007) propose a useful distinction between specialist knowledge of particular dis-
abilities and categories of special educational need; the use of specialist teaching
strategies and equipment; and whether these can be said to constitute a special ped-
agogy. Whilst some learners may require more intensive teaching, this doesn’t
necessarily amount to a fundamentally different or ‘special’ mode of learning.
Indeed, the issue of inclusive pedagogy extends beyond learners with disabilities to
all learners who may be at risk of underachieving (Dyson and Hick, 2004).

It is interesting to note how Vygotsky expressed similar views in his writings
on educational psychology:

The education of abnormal children, whether those who are impaired in some
way or those who are gifted, has long been thought of as seemingly outside the
field of pedagogics, as constituting a realm which the general laws of education
do not reach. We have to say that that such a view is profoundly mistaken …
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When they are children both the genius and person who is mentally retarded
constitute just as much a subject of education as does every other child, and
the general laws of pedagogics hold just as well for them as for all children of
the same age. Only by proceeding on the basis of these general pedagogical
laws are we able to discover correct ways of realizing the process of individ-
ualization which has to be imparted to the process of educating every child.

(1997: 3–4)

The issue of inclusive pedagogy is partially addressed within the current idea of
‘personalising learning’. Here again, Vygotsky deals succinctly with what is now
a topical issue:

It is false to think that the problem of individualization arises only in relation to
that which goes beyond the average. On the contrary, in every individual child
we confront certain forms of individualization, of course not so sharply pro-
nounced and not so sharply expressed as in blindness, genius, deaf-muteness,
or mental retardation. But a phenomenon does not cease being itself if its quan-
titative expression is diminished. The demand for individualization of
educational methodology, therefore, also amounts to a general demand
imposed on pedagogics and extends to absolutely every child.

(1997: 4)

For Vygotsky, this approach to inclusive pedagogy encompassed the question of
specialist teaching strategies and approaches:

We do not deny the necessity of special instruction and training for handi-
capped children. On the contrary, we assert that teaching the blind to read and
the deaf to develop oral speech requires special pedagogical techniques,
devices and methods. On the other hand, we must not forget that, above all, it
is necessary to educate a child not as a blind child but as a child. Otherwise, to
educate a child as a blind or deaf child means to nurture blindness or deafness.

(1993: 83)

Harry Daniels (Chapter 3) deals in detail with Vygotsky’s writings on specialized
instruction, and how these relate to current debates is clearly open to interpreta-
tion. The development of pedagogies for inclusion remains a significant and
unresolved challenge for research on the development of more inclusive schooling.

Vygotsky on inclusive schooling

Few, if any, of the early proponents of ‘full inclusion’ for children with disabili-
ties drew significantly on Vygotsky’s writings on inclusive education (Hick and
Thomas, forthcoming); in fact Vygotsky’s Collected Works were not published
in English until 1993. It is only more recently that a ‘sociocultural turn’
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(Thomas and Loxley, 2007: 139) in understanding the socially situated nature of
learning has influenced theorizing about inclusive education (Kershner,
Chapter 5). Research from a sociocultural tradition addressing the social con-
struction of difficulties in learning, tended initially to be read within a separate
– if parallel – discourse from that generated by the disability inclusion move-
ment. For example McDermott (1993: 272) gives an account of the experiences
of a child described as having ‘learning disabilities’, showing how difficulties
in learning are constructed differently in differing contexts: ‘We might just as
well say there is no such thing as LD [learning disability], only a social practice
of displaying, noticing, documenting, remediating, and explaining it.’

Having acknowledged that alternative readings of Vygotsky are possible, it is
nevertheless worth remembering what he wrote. On the question of inclusive
schooling, he commented:

Mainstreaming [lit. coeducation] with normal children has been proposed
many times. Now unfortunately it can no longer remain just a question of
future priority; … our slogan [is] ‘we must proceed until every elementary
teacher can teach even the deaf child and, subsequently, until each elemen-
tary school becomes simultaneously a school for the deaf’.

(1993: 91)

Equally, Vygotsky could be highly critical of separate special schooling:

The special school is by its very nature antisocial and encourages antisocial-
ism. We have not to think about isolating the blind person from life as soon as
possible, but about introducing him into life as early as extensively as possi-
ble. A blind person will have to live a normal life in the seeing world; he
must, therefore, learn in a general school.

(1993: 85–86)

Nevertheless Daniels (Chapter 3), shows how Vygotsky’s writings can equally be
interpreted as supporting a case for specialized instruction for learners with dis-
abilities, whether delivered in special or mainstream settings. He wrote: ‘It is true
that pupils of the auxiliary school must be introduced to these general goals by
different paths; this justifies the existence of the special school, and constitutes its
uniqueness’ (Vygotsky, 1993: 137). Gindis (2003: 211–3) and Kozulin and Gindis
(2007: 350–1) discuss the apparent change in Vygotsky’s views on inclusion,
from his visionary early writings, to later discussions in which he recognizes a
role for special schools. They characterize his more developed position as calling
for both ‘integration based on positive differentiation’ and ‘differentiated learning
environment[s]’. Judy Kugelmass suggests that:

This development can be understood in terms of the socio-historical context
of the Soviet Union in the early and mid-twentieth century. The knowledge
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gained during the second half of the twentieth century regarding children’s
learning and development, combined with a growing understanding of the
relationship between democracy, human rights and the creation of publicly
supported schools for all children, have, however, created a different social
context. Hopefully, the time has come for the realization of Vygotsky’s vision
of a radical transformation of educational processes.

(Kugelmass, 2007: 277–8)

Conclusion

The current limitations in the capacities of mainstream schools to engage
diverse learners can be seen as a product of the social organization of education
within our society. The limits to inclusion are socially constructed, defined and
developed; and reflected in complex layers of exclusionary pressures, operating
at the levels of school systems, schools and classrooms. There is a sense in
which the position taken by researchers and practitioners in relation to the pres-
sures of marketization in education is central in shaping their response to the
challenge of developing more inclusive practices. For example, Linda Ware
(2004: 201) concludes that adopting ‘a Freirean lens allows for recognizing the
importance of both hope and struggle in an interdependent fashion’. Slee and
Allan (2001: 185–6) ask whether there is ‘a need for a theory of activism which
enables ideas about inclusion to be enacted?’ They point to ways in which
exclusionary practices are continually re-inscribed in policies which profess to
be inclusive, then position themselves in opposition to this process: ‘The parti-
san research … genre to which we have signed up is one aspect of the general
call to activism’. Liz Todd, an educational psychologist reflecting on ways of
developing an ‘enabling inclusive participative practice’, calls for ‘greater
“political” literacy’: ‘The key is to interrogate and be aware of professional dis-
courses, the models, ideas, terms … around the systems, institutions and people
with whom we work’ (Todd, 2006: 153).

In conclusion then, what strategies are likely to be fruitful for those seeking to
draw on psychology to develop more inclusive practices in education? The dis-
cussion in this chapter points to a need to build on approaches that are:

● explicit in aiming to promote inclusive education as a process of transformative
social justice;

● less concerned to delineate and defend psychology from other domains of
social theory;

● more actively engaged in developing interdisciplinary approaches in both
theory and in practice.

There are a number of traditions in educational and social theory, research and prac-
tice that can be seen as congruent with such approaches. Clearly Vygotsky’s work
was rooted in Marxism; and recently Peter McLaren, an influential critical theorist,
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has noted a return to Marx in educational theory: ‘the critical tradition … has begun
to reemerge in important ways – namely, as a serious engagement with Marxist
analysis and the concept of social class’ (2006: xiv–xv). Equally, there is much
scope for developing productive alliances between the fields of sociocultural theory,
critical theory and disability studies: ‘The marriage of both approaches [sociocul-
tural theory and critical theory] provides a rich foundation for examining issues of
educational equity and social justice within special education’ (de Valenzuela, 2007:
288). A test of such work will be its utility in informing and supporting the devel-
opment of a more inclusive education system. As Newman and Holzman put it,
summarizing their discussion of the role of social transformation in the develop-
ment of Vygotsky’s writings: ‘Says Marx: “The philosophers [we must add, ‘and the
psychologists’] have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to
change it” (1973: 173). We would argue that the point is to make it’ (Newman and
Holzman, 1993: 145).
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