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Abstract

:

Significant and effective implementation of inclusive education (IE) has been a major challenge in many countries during the last decades. Although teachers’ knowledge and skills are considered a key factor for successful inclusive practice, the whole school staff commitment and contribution to implementing IE policies are equally important. Collaboration between different professionals such as teachers, school leaders, and support specialists is crucial. This study aimed to design and implement an in-service training course for school teams (teachers, support specialists, school leaders) on IE in the Estonian context and to explore how participants experienced learning as a team in this course. The results of this study showed that the main aspects of the in-service training for school teams valued by participants were: (1) All topics covered in a systematic and coherent way gave a good opportunity to focus on relevant issues, which should be considered in the schools’ self-development activities in the field of IE; (2) practical approach to training structure helped to identify priority areas that need to be developed in particular schools; (3) learning from each other both within their own school team and across school teams contributed to finding the best solutions for meaningful implementation of IE. The implication of these findings is further discussed in the paper.
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1. Introduction


While the idea of inclusive education (IE) has been accepted in most countries, problems are still encountered with its meaningful implementation [1,2,3]. Although a number of guidelines have been developed for the implementation of IE at the international level [4,5,6,7], barriers to the implementation of IE have not been overcome in a diverse context. The academic and social inclusion of all learners is hampered by a number of factors, particularly the lack of common perceptions and vision of IE [8,9,10]. Additional barriers are related to attitudes towards teaching all children in an inclusive classroom, lack of IE policy at the school level, limited resources, insufficient professional development programs for staff, and limited engagement with key stakeholders [11,12].



Planning and enhancing teachers’ pre-service and in-service education programs has become one of the key policy priorities working towards the vision of IE and providing high-quality education for all learners [13,14]. Reviews of international studies have shown that the majority of in-service teacher training courses have been of short-term duration and have focused on specific types of special educational needs (SEN) and differentiated teaching [15,16]. Simultaneously, a whole school approach to increase capacities within schools through school level self-improvement and learning activities that promote removing barriers in everyday inclusive practice has been considered equally important by several researchers [1,17,18]. Studies have also shown that teachers who are dissatisfied with the insufficiency of efforts to implement inclusive teaching in their schools often acknowledge the inadequacy or total lack of collaborative teamwork at the school level [19,20]. More specifically, the development of teachers’ agency related to the promotion of IE depends on cooperation at the school level [21]. Collaborative teamwork, in turn, contributes to the development of collective agency, which is a prerequisite for the successful implementation of IE at the school level [22].



Previous studies [23] have found that a whole school training approach is useful in eliminating the view that implementation of IE practices is the responsibility of only those teachers who have been trained for this. Instead, shared responsibility and collaboration among all staff members is important for successful inclusion. Several studies have highlighted that teachers, support specialists, and school leaders are the most important staff members to achieve the goals of IE [24,25,26]. The need for more collaborative teamwork and in-service training for school teams was also confirmed by a recent study conducted in Estonia [10], which forms the context of the current study.



Finally, McMaster [27] has recognized that successful and sustainable in-service professional development for promoting IE will only progress when all school staff and community stakeholders share the same vision and work collaboratively. Despite this recognition, there is little research on the effect of a long-term in-service training course on IE that targets diverse staff members at school. Therefore, the main aim of this study was to design and implement a long-term in-service training course for school teams (teachers, support specialists, school leaders) on IE and to explore how participants experienced learning in this course as a school team. More specifically, we were interested in what was valued in the training course and what suggestions were made by the participants for the development of the training course.



1.1. Whole School Approach to School Improvement


Schuelka and Engsig [3] have discussed that inclusive education is a complex multi-layered socio-cultural process within the educational system and propose analyzing and framing inclusion as a non-isolated subset of the educational system and not as one interdependent element of the whole educational system. Such an approach must be acknowledged, but the reconstruction of education systems is a long-term and complex process. Following the ecosystem model worked out by the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education, which provides a holistic approach of the complex network at micro-, meso-, exo-, and macro levels, a large-scale change at the national, community, and also the school levels is required [17]. To promote inclusion and equity within education systems, Ainscow [1] has formulated a framework where the five factors of school development, inclusion and equity, community involvement, use of evidence, and administration are closely interrelated. He has pointed out that although external contextual factors influence the way schools organize their work, increasing the capacity of mainstream schools must be in focus. In the context of the current study, a whole school approach aims to raise quality and standards across the entire school. For this approach to be effective, schools need to identify and address the needs of the school community and engage in continuous cyclical processes for improvement.



Although school improvement has internationally been in focus for decades, there are still challenges. Hopkins et al. [28] have emphasized different factors of inclusive school development process. These include understanding the school’s organizational culture, conducting research initiatives at the school level, building capacity for pupil learning at the local level, and emphasizing leadership. To make progress in these domains and create a better school through organizational learning, all stakeholders need to be involved, as shown by Thapa et al. [29]. Thus, it becomes clear that building human and social capacity requires collaboration within schools and between schools [30]. This is preceded by a common vision and a shared understanding of the meaning of IE [9,31]. Moreover, Mitchell [32] emphasizes that educators must recognize the vision and principles of IE at all levels, and this must be reflected in both legislation and policy at all levels of the education system. Kinsella [33] points out that special educational students’ achievements depend on the extent to which an inclusive culture is taken into account in the organizational development process.



Thus, to ensure the successful implementation of IE a need for school-based professional development programs have been highlighted by several researchers [12,18,26]. When planning these activities and redesigning school improvement strategies, it is important to take into account national and local policies [34]. In the following section, we will introduce the background of IE in Estonia and specify further the needs for developing long-term in-service course of IE.




1.2. Estonian Context


The principle of IE has been established at the legislative level in Estonia since 2010 [35]. According to the Estonian Information System of Education Statistics, the number of pupils with SEN in mainstream schools has increased since the Act came into force. However, with that the number of students enrolled in special classes in mainstream schools has also increased. A study conducted in Estonia showed that the meaning of IE is understood differently by teachers and leaders of educational institutions [36], and even among the specialists who train or advise teachers and schools [10]. In the present study, we follow the definition agreed between the member states of the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education, according to which “the ultimate vision for inclusive education systems is to ensure that all learners of any age are provided with meaningful, high-quality educational opportunities in their local community, alongside their friends and peers” [37] (p. 1). This has also been used as a founding principle for developing IE policy in Estonia. This means that the educational institution of the student’s place of residence takes into account the student’s academic and social abilities and needs and ensures the availability of the necessary support [38]. However, schools are often struggling with this.



As in many former Soviet and Eastern European countries (see, e.g., [39,40,41]), the expectation that support for students with SEN should be provided by special educators is still prevalent. Although the content of teachers’ training has focused on how to differentiate teaching of SEN students in an inclusive classroom, less attention has paid to how to create a whole school IE policy with the aim to raise the achievements of all students and staff.



The Estonian education system leaves great autonomy to the local authorities and school leaders to organize compulsory education in their schools, including the provision of special needs education [42]. Studies conducted in Estonia have revealed that although many school leaders accept the philosophy of IE [43], not all of them have positive attitudes towards IE.



Analysis of in-service courses on IE in one of the major universities in Estonia providing teacher training showed that these courses have primarily focused on training teachers’ special educational skills, and inclusive education has been considered only in the context of the state level legislative framework. There are a few in-service training courses for school leaders, and the topic of IE is also briefly addressed only at the legislative level. In addition, in-service training courses are not provided for school teams with different occupations, such as teachers, support specialists, and school leaders. It is also highlighted by Estonian experts, who train or advise schools on IE, that universities should develop long-term in-service courses and focus on topics like leadership, creating an inclusive learning environment, allocating necessary recourses, supporting teachers through collaborative school culture, and taking into account individual needs of schools with the aim to provide equal opportunities for all students to achieve their academic skills and social belongings [10]. These facts indicate the need to change the content and organizational form of training on IE in the Estonian context. Thereby attention had to primarily be paid to developing common understandings and values of IE.



Taking into account the complexity of an inclusive school improvement process and the need for enhancing teachers’ and other school staff professionals’ development through pre-service and in-service training curricula at the universities level in the Estonian context, long-term in-service training for school teams seemed to be one possibility to enhance school-wide approaches to become more inclusive school communities. As teachers, support specialists, and school leaders play an important role in creating an inclusive learning environment for all students and should share a common vision about the school development process [26], an in-service training course on IE for school teams, which included professionals mentioned earlier, was developed by our research group. In the following section, we will describe the training course in more detail.




1.3. Description of the Training Course


The overall goal of designing the training course was to develop the school staff’s attitudes, skills, and knowledge about the concept and meaning of IE and its effective implementation through inclusive school development strategies.



This course was developed in the context of a larger in-service teacher education program that aims to enhance IE. The whole training program included 60 European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS). Teachers had to complete the entire program, support specialists had an opportunity to participate in the whole program or complete 29 ECTS (see Appendix A). One course of this long-term training program described, with the topics below in Figure 1 and named Inclusive Education with the volume 10 ECTS, was planned for school teams (teachers, support specialists, and school leaders). In this study, we focus on this particular course.



The training course topics were based on the ecosystem model worked out by the European Agency [17]. Key indicators from the meso-system like leadership, a continuum of support, collaboration, the professionalism of the staff, ethics for everybody, and family involvement, were combined with the exo-system around the school, i.e., community commitment working together with other professionals outside of schools. Finally, macro-system indicators like state legislation and policy, governance, and funding, monitoring, and quality assurance were taken into account. These topics were chosen based on the main needs for school teams revealed from previous studies in the Estonian context [10,36]. For instance, the need for clear school policy, allocation of resources, creating an inclusive school environment, the professionalism of whole school staff, and collaboration. International studies have also pointed out that professional development of teachers on IE should pay more attention to build on collegial interaction and collaboration between different stakeholders [44,45]. The fact that teachers and support specialists participated in a longer training course for raising their capacities to work in the inclusive classroom was also considered. These courses covered topics such as learning and development, professional development, social-emotional learning, the inclusion of students with learning difficulties and disabilities, and action research (see Appendix A). All these topics were addressed in the context of IE.



As the course was planned, the relevance of topics and teaching methods for school teams with different professions at the school level (teachers, support specialists, and school leaders) was considered. To make the topics to be covered meaningful to participants, the principle of linking theory and practice was implemented by associating concepts from literature, national education policy, with peculiarities of the local community, and the school context. In addition, a co-creative approach in designing the training course was used. Vyas et al. [46] argue that the multi-disciplinary co-creation in the designing process where trained professionals and members from the community with whom the project is focused can lead to harmonious working, co-owned decisions, and the conceptual inner values into a practical research framework. Therefore, the content and volume of the training course were introduced to the participants before the training course. Participants’ feedback was taken into account throughout the course. In addition, all school teams’ members were given the opportunity to assess compliance with their expectations during group interviews conducted in the middle of the training course and at the end of the training course (see also Section 2.2. Collecting Data and Analysis).



Nine training sessions were conducted during November 2019 and January 2021. Each session consisted of 6–8 academic contact hours and after that schools’ teams had to continue with certain topics in their schools. Training took place monthly or bi-monthly. During the summer holiday, there was a longer interval (4 months). This long training period allowed schools to plan development activities involving the entire school staff. In addition, Gibbs and Coffey [47] have found that training courses that have lasted for at least 18 months have the greatest impact on changes.



Three necessary dimensions to the development of inclusion within the school, like producing inclusive policies, creating inclusive cultures, and exploring inclusive practices, are described in the guidebook Index for inclusion [4]. Characteristics and requirements of inclusive schools are worked out by Kinsella [33], and guidance materials for raising achievements of all learners [17] were considered as foundations in the designing and conducting of the training course. Lectures and diverse group work activities were used as main methods. The latter included individual preparations as well. The balance between lecturing and group work was planned as 40 percent and 60 percent, respectively.



Regarding the learning outcomes, it was aimed that after completing the course, participants:




	
Understand the approach and application of IE;



	
can analyze the key components of IE and their combined effect;



	
know main models of collaborative networks and know his/her role in the implementation of inclusive practice;



	
are committed to professional development in the implementation of inclusive school culture and practice;



	
have readiness and know-how for designing an inclusive school.








More information about the training course is presented in Table 1.



The whole training process was developed so that school teams had to map their current situation and set up short-term and long-term development activities based on the addressed issue in a training session. It was meant that some of the improvement areas like school level policy documents, amendments to the school curricula, or some other activities were revised and implemented during the training course period. At the same time, long-term improvement areas were mapped and formulated in the final school improvement strategical document. To ensure that the participants work as a team in their school, learning tasks were set up in all training sessions, which required the input of all parties in both group work and homework.



The training was conducted by two trainers: A leading trainer from the University of Tartu and an assistant trainer from Tallinn University. The trainers ensured that all participants were actively involved in the learning activities and, if necessary, the school teams were advised individually during the training sessions. A reflection on the training process was carried out after each session. This gave a good opportunity to make flexible changes in the teaching methods or materials during the training course. Both trainers have experience with teachers’ pre-service and in-service training on IE and are involved in a joint project between the two universities, which aims to develop and enhance the teaching quality of IE curriculum.



The Aim of the Study and Research Questions


As the main goal of the current study was to design and implement an in-service training course for school teams (teachers, support specialists, school leaders) on IE and to explore how participants experienced learning as a team in this course, the following research questions were formulated:




	
What was valued by the participants in the in-service training for the school teams on IE?



	
What suggestions were made by the participants for the further development of in-service training for school teams?











2. Methods


2.1. Sample


The qualitative study sample consisted of the team members of the 4 schools that participated in the training: From each school 4–6 teachers, a support specialist (special teacher or social pedagogue), and a school principal or a deputy principal. The choice of schools was based on all schools’ wishes, and recommendations were given, in the case of 2 schools, by the local government running these schools. The interest of the local government was to raise the capacities of schools, which had the readiness to teach all students in their schools of residence. Background data from study participants are presented in Table 2.



Participation in the study was voluntary, but all participants agreed and gave written consent. Researchers guaranteed confidentiality.




2.2. Collecting Data and Analysis


Participants’ feedback was collected twice during the training course. After the sixth session semi-structured school-based group interviews with all school teams were conducted by both trainers using Zoom. Fontana and Frey [48] have pointed out that semi-structured interviews are the best way to understand other people. Cohen, Manion, and Morrison [49] have noted that group interviews can be effective in educational research because group members have worked together towards a common goal and thus enable them to support and complement each other. According to Arksey and Knight [50], interviewing several people at once results in more complete and reliable information because it is possible to identify relationships between group members—how participants support, influence, complement, agree, or disagree. The purpose of the interviews was to get feedback on the current content and organization of the training in order to make modifications if necessary. Before conducting the interviews, the interview plan was discussed among experienced researchers. The choice of interview questions focused on the research questions arising from the goal of the current study. To get answers to the first research question (What was valued by the participants in the in-service training for the school teams on IE?), participants were asked, for example: What are your opinions about the content and volume of the training? How do you evaluate participation in in-service training as a team? The main questions about the second research questions (What suggestions were made by the participants for the further development of in-service training for school teams?) were: What are your suggestions for making the content and volume of the training course more meaningful? What are your suggestions to increase the practical value of the training? In addition, the main questions of the interview were supplemented with follow up questions (e.g., can you give some examples?). Finally, the interviewees offered the opportunity to add more about the training course at their own request (question: What else do you want to say about the training course we did not talk about yet?). All interviews were recorded and transcribed. The duration of the interviews was between 1 h and 1 h and 10 min. During the interviews, it was observed that all team members expressed their opinions by answering the questions.



After the end of the course, data were collected in the final school-based semi-structured group interviews and individual written open-ended questionnaire to get the final feedback and recommendations to further develop the training course. An individual open-ended questionnaire, as an additional method, was chosen to complement group interviews and allow all participants to provide individually important information as well as additional information [51,52]. Through the final interviews and a questionnaire, we looked for answers to the questions: What is the final assessment of the training? What changes should definitely be introduced in future training? What was the value of participating in the training course as a team? The duration of the final interviews was between 1 h and 1 h and 30 min.



All data were analyzed by qualitative inductive content analysis using the qualitative data analysis web application QCAmap (qcamap.org). This method highlights important features, similar experiences and meanings, and describes differences [53]. Data from all data collections were analyzed by study questions. First, meaningful items related to the research questions were found and coded independently by the first and the fourth authors of the article. After the initial analysis, the researchers reviewed the labelled codes together and, if necessary, clarified the scope of the marking and the names of the codes. Units with similar codes formed subcategories, which in turn formed the main categories. For example, the codes “all topics were necessary”, “the topic of external cooperative network was important”, etc., formed a subcategory, necessity of topics. The codes “integrated approach to the topics”, “multi-dimensional self-assessment tools”, etc., formed a subcategory, comprehensive approach to the topics. The codes “optimal value”, “reasonably distributed value”, etc., formed a subcategory, volume of the training course. Finally, three subcategories formed the main category, content and volume of the training course.



All co-authors were involved in the final data analysis process to ensure the quality of the study. Both coding and categorization decisions were discussed with researchers until a consensus was reached.





3. Results


3.1. Issues Valued by the Participants in the In-Service Training for the School Teams


After analyzing the data, two main categories were set:




	
Content and volume of the training course; and



	
organization of the training course.








3.1.1. Content and Volume of the Training Course


In general, all the topics covered in the training course were considered important by the school teams and the comprehensive approach to the topics was highlighted.



Necessity of Topics


It was emphasized that covering the topics helped create an overall picture and a system for the aspects to be addressed in implementing IE at a school level. Feedback from participants revealed that while before the training it was felt that a lot had been done in the context of supporting all learners and implementing IE at the school level. However, the needs to further develop IE emerged in several instances after going through the different topics of improvement areas. For example, the school team was sure they had a well-developed support system at school, but bottlenecks were revealed during the training (like the clarity of the role of different stakeholders, taking into account students views to their study organization, etc.) and it was decided to improve their system. It was also discussed that many topics could seem familiar from theory (e.g., legislation, learning environment, and resources). Still, it became clear that not everything really works that way in school practice. It was mentioned that schools have not always correctly understood the meaning of statements of legislation, and thereby school policy directly applied from legislation did not work in their school practice.



Although it was first emphasized that all the topics covered in the training course were important, there were also examples of the importance of different topics. For example, it was highlighted that knowledge of the legislative framework provided an understanding of what school development activities, including policy documents, should be based on. As a result, special attention was paid to improving the support system and school curricula.




Our curriculum is now coming in a whole new way, much more child-friendly and understandable. We have thought about this thanks to this training and we will start practicing from the new academic year (X2, deputy principal).





Feedback from participants showed that internal and external cooperation network was also a significant topic. The involvement of children and parents themselves to support the student’s development was considered a priority, and it was emphasized that during the training, it was possible to think about it with team members and organize, for example, a child development interview guide which was understandable and useful for all parties.



The issue of assessing the quality of IE was also emphasized as an important topic of the training. It was pointed out that the planning of school development activities is a cyclical process. The development of internal evaluation criteria for ensuring quality education for all students in the context of a specific school was very important.




Comprehensive Approach to the Topics


Although the participating schools had expectations for various specific areas for development, the teams from all schools found it valuable that the integrated approach to the topics during the training helped create a comprehensive picture of the necessary development activities for the organization as a whole. Particular emphasis was placed to conduct the school self-assessment questionnaires (see Table 1, sessions 2 and 3) among the whole school staff. This self-assessment tool, worked out by the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education, covers seven dimensions (pedagogy for all learners; support for learning; leadership roles and approaches; learner well-being and participation; curriculum development; partnership and collaborative working; support system for staff and leaders) and was perceived by the course participants as a very valuable framework for raising school capacities in implementing IE [17]. The interview results showed that the results of this questionnaire were surprising for the members of the teams participating in the training and provided a lot of information that should be taken into account in further development activities. The head of one school said:




What came out of it was thought-provoking. Get to know our team, our institution, in terms of how much we take this inclusive education into account, and what opportunities, resources, and areas for development are important (X4, principal).





The participants of the training course pointed out that the training provided input for the systematic development of an inclusive education policy within the school, taking into account the national legislative background and specific needs of schools, ensuring the well-being of students and the satisfaction of parents.




Volume


Regarding the volume of training, it was considered optimal and reasonably distributed among all topics. It was emphasized that the volume of contact training and independent study, including homework, was balanced. It was expressed that 10 ECTS in-service training for school teams focused on planning the development activities of an inclusive school was sufficient, if at the same time specific courses for support specialists and teachers are taking place.





3.1.2. Organizational Side of the Training


Feedback on the organizational side of the training revealed that involvement of different professions in the training course, participation with teams from other schools and with own schools, practical approach, and balance of teaching methods was valued.



Balanced and Various Teaching Methods


Regarding the teaching methods, it was pointed out that lecturing and more activating teaching methods were in balance. The theoretical part was considered necessary among all team members who participated in the training. It was pointed out that the participants were actively involved in the lectures, and this resulted in interesting discussions. It was emphasized that while discussing the theoretical framework (e.g., social justice, legislation, resources, the professionalism of staff, etc.) points of view that had not been intended before emerged, which in turn provided a good background for continuing various practical group work. It was emphasized that the set of group work tasks was well designed and provided input for further development activities at the school level.




Such a very well-thought-out group work management and the setting of these questions or tasks were, in fact, very, very forward-looking for everyone. That it was, yes, super (X2, teacher).





Participants in the training were satisfied that different forms of group work were used: Working only with members of their school team, with participants from other schools, and also in groups formed according to job responsibilities. It was explained that this made it possible not only to analyze the problems of one’s own school, but also to find out the experiences of other schools, which would help to improve the work of one’s school.




These four schools were a good group size. It adds a lot when other bystanders comment or see differently. Otherwise you’re in your own bubble, it’s still good to hear the experiences of other schools. Working with other schools is good and should be continued (X1, teacher).






Practical Approach


According to the participants, the activities carried out in the training courses made it possible to plan immediate and primary activities to implement IE at the school level in the areas where development needs were identified. For example, it was pointed out that, during the training, the roles of different parties at the school level, the development of a common vision for the implementation of IE, and the organization of specific trainings for the entire school staff were immediately addressed. Team members from all schools appreciated that the activities that took place during the training days were aimed at completing independent homework. The opinion was expressed that independent work at home was extensive and time-consuming, but it was a pleasant and affordable activity because it was understood what and why it was done. They were satisfied that the impulse for their school’s inclusive development activities came from the training session. At the same time, there was an immediate obligation to go deeper with the topic.




Homework in the subject of inclusive education has been analytical and practical. They have been very, very useful to me in building this whole SEN system. Because, in fact, we analyze all this homework based on the situation of our school—what are the pros, what are the cons, how to move forward, they have really been very useful to me (X4, support specialist).






Participation with Own School Team


Participating in the training as a team was considered very important, and it was emphasized that there is no other way to develop inclusive school practice. Group work with their school team was valued precisely because of the practical impact. It was emphasized that there is often not enough time at school to listen to the thoughts of others, but the training valued listening to different opinions and thus finding the best possible solutions.




I also like discussions, I also like discussions with other school groups, but discussions at my school are really very useful in the sense that we bring these issues to school and there we deal with them in-depth (X3, teacher).





As a value of participating in the training as a team, it was emphasized that it creates responsibility for the members of one’s group, but also for the whole school staff. As the development of inclusive education is a complex and long-term process, it was recognized that supporting each other and maintaining motivation is important in taking the lead, and a long-term training course will help to achieve this.



Discussions and the development of common understandings between different professionals were considered useful for both the team and the school as a whole. It was also considered a value that all schools had representatives of different disciplines, which, in addition to the whole school development topic, made it possible to share internships and support each other on specific topics in the specialty. This experience was considered particularly important by teachers and support professionals. Teachers pointed out that their involvement in school-based inclusive development training is important and emphasized that existing training only for teachers as key players in implementing inclusive education does not provide a bigger picture and is often limited to individual classrooms and therefore has little impact on the school as a whole.




It is as if teachers alone do not seem to have all this information. Additionally, that is what we needed the background information for (X4, teacher).





On the other hand, school leaders and support professionals emphasized that the value of the training was enhanced by the fact that a sufficient number of teachers from each school were involved.




Participation with Teams from Other Schools


The organization of the training in a way that involves teams from four different schools was also positively assessed. It was appreciated that while at the beginning each school had focused on its specific needs, which seemed to be a priority, the discussions also raised other issues that should be addressed in the context of school development and better solutions sought. It was pointed out that getting to know different approaches also allows you to analyze the situation of your school from a different perspective and make changes in those areas that have so far seemed to work well. The interviewees emphasized that the exchange of experiences between different schools was very important for certain topics, like collaboration, structures for SEN provisions, and school policy on inclusive education. Interviewees got interesting ideas that could be tested and practiced in their own school. According to the participants, the involvement of the four schools in the training course was optimal; it allowed for mutual communication, sharing of practical experience, and the emergence of positive synergies. It was acknowledged that the existence of common problems in implementing inclusive education and the sharing of different practices provided support and encouraged to address even the most problematic issues and seek solutions.




It was a very enriching experience! Each time again, there were so many fresh new ideas to see how they do and see how they have addressed and what the most important concerns for them are or values. I think it’s just nice that if perhaps this training had been done in such a way that all the schools were separate, there would not have been this effect (X2, deputy principal).





At the same time, the participants were pleased that the participating schools respected each other’s autonomy to deal with certain situations differently depending on the specifics of the school. The opinion was expressed that training based on only one school might not have been so effective.






3.2. Suggestions Made by the Participants for the Further Development of An Inservice Training Course for School Teams


The answers to the second question can also be divided into two categories:




	
Content and volume of the training course; and



	
organization of the training course.








3.2.1. Content and Volume of the Training Course


Although the discussion of the school’s IE policy documents was considered to be a very positive and useful topic, at the end of the training course it was pointed out that in some cases it could have been even more thorough. This proposal was primarily related to the development of the school curriculum.




We did a lot of work with the school curriculum, but it seemed that some parts still remained too general. It would be good to get expert opinions on how to make it more meaningful and concrete in the context of inclusive education (X4, support specialist).





One of the important concerns was the fact that in the upper school level (grades 7 to 9 in the Estonian context) problems often arise, which require different approaches. Therefore, this issue could have been addressed separately in the context of IE.




At the younger grades we are able to make our support system work effectively, but at the third school level we would need resources and knowledge on how to improve cooperation between teachers and support professionals (X3, teacher).





The trainees considered the sharing of different experiences very important, and therefore it was pointed out that it would have been possible to get a more in-depth overview of the experiences of other countries, especially the Nordic countries where inclusive education have been implemented effectively for years.




The experience of the Nordic countries has been cited as an example in Estonia. It would be interesting to know how the implementation of inclusive education actually works there (X4, principal).





With regard to addressing training issues, the need to further address the issue of the extracurricular network in supporting children with behavioral problems and their families was emphasized. Reference was made to various possibilities for cooperation with child protection specialists. It was suggested that some training sessions could be organized with child protection experts designated as responsible in the participating schools.




In this training, we talk about how collaboration should work, but in real life, child protection staff and the school team may not work towards a common goal. Aid is often scarce (X4, principal).





The participants emphasized that since the meaningful analysis of the topics covered in the training course was important and time-consuming, the development goals were set, but they would have needed more time to develop a specific strategic plan and quality assessment matrix.




We have set targets, but at the same time we want to continue working with the assessment tools shared in certain training courses, and the strategic development plan still needs to be improved. We will continue to work on it (X2, support specialist).





It was expressed that cooperation between schools and trainees could continue after the training, as new challenges arise in IE in a rapidly changing world. Thus, according to participants’ opinions there is a need to constantly engage in the self-development of an inclusive school, and outside counselling is very important.




3.2.2. Organizational Side of Training


The interviewees expressed the opinion that although during the training there was an opportunity to share experiences and thus learn from each other, it could also have been an opportunity to visit participating schools. This would have created an even broader picture of how one or another topic works in the practical life of the school.




I really missed not having the opportunity to visit the schools with whom we shared our experiences during the training (X3, support specialist).





The wish to visit a special school was also mentioned in order to get acquainted with the system of how students with disabilities are supported in special schools and how to introduce changes in their school as well.



Although the training plan provided an opportunity to invite trainers to individual school counselling, only one school used it. Participants stated that they were overwhelmed by the onset of the COVID-19 crisis and therefore could not prioritize it. At the end of the training, the need for such activities was seen, and it was pointed out that this part of the training program could have been more mandatory.




I really, really, immediately really like it when you come and look from the outside, because the look from the outside is a little different. You have built your system in your bubble there, we all do our work with passion and we like what we do and we are very happy with what we have achieved. But sometimes you get stuck in your business, and then when someone comes from outside and says a little bit about something, for example, you can go to another level and benefit from it (X4, support specialist).





It was also suggested that there could have been more mindset discussions and case study-based debates. It was also recommended to use the trainees themselves as trainers in such a way that different target groups who participated in the training go to other schools as a so-called job shadow. The team of one school was of the opinion that there could have been even more inconvenient activities that would have brought the participants out of the comfort zone. Although participants did not consider the organization of training through Zoom, due to the COVID-19 emergency being a significant obstacle, they expressed the view that the sharing of experiences, and the good synergies already created, would certainly have been even more effective if all the training courses could have taken place through contact learning.






4. Discussion


This study aimed to design and implement an in-service training course for school teams (teachers, support specialists, and school leaders) on IE and explore how participants experienced learning as a team in this course. The in-service training course (10 ECTS) for school teams (teachers, support specialists, and school leaders) was designed and implemented. Feedback from the training course was gathered through group interviews with all school teams and written open-ended questionnaire individually from each participant.



The results revealed that participants considered it very important that the training addressed in a complex and coherent way the most important topics (see Table 1) that affect the meaningful implementation of IE at the school level. To achieve the outputs of an inclusive school, which are related to the development of students, staff, and the whole organization, including school culture [33], it is necessary to approach all issues that affect these outputs cyclically and systematically. Thus, in order to support the self-development process of schools in the meaningful implementation of inclusive education through long-term in-service training, it is important to focus on all the key factors (i.e., vision and school culture; legislative framework and school policy; learning environment and resources; the professionalism of staff; collaboration; quality assurance) influencing changes in the organizational structure as a whole.



Although schools in the Estonian context have sufficient autonomy to manage the study process in their schools, the reviewing of schools’ policy documents revealed that the organization of education for children with special needs had been copied too directly from the legislation, which on the one hand obliges all students to provide the necessary support systems in inclusive classrooms, and on the other hand leaves opportunities to have special classes for students with specific special needs [41]. Multiple reviews [54] also emphasize that practitioners at the school level often carry out statements of politicians and do not pay enough attention to the philosophical aspect of IE and all the other characteristics which should be taken into account when implementing and monitoring this within the school system. For example, the participants expressed that, before the training, they felt that the support system for children with special needs seemed to be well organized, and thus they could be recognized as inclusive schools. However, after covering the topics of the course revealed many bottlenecks, which are to be addressed. It was emphasized that the training provided a broader and more systematic view of inclusion, focusing not only on the availability of ability-based learning and support for students with SEN, but also on whole inclusive school development areas, taking into account the needs of all parties. Black-Hawkins and Florian [55] have also pointed out that in many cases, schools consider themselves inclusive, but in practice only focus on issues of how to support learners with SEN. Consequently, long-term in-service training, which covers a variety of topics related to the characteristics of an inclusive school, promotes a common and shared understanding of the concept and meaning of inclusive education.



Feedback from participants indicated that the training could have had even more mindset discussions, as developing common values is a complex process. Thus, more value-based debates on the equal rights of SEN children to education and social justice should be covered during the training. Even more, these discussions should be initiated at the level of schools, communities, and society as a whole. As the principles of IE often remain at the declarative level, they are not realized in real school life. In contrast, shared values and shared understandings of IE at all levels enable the analysis of schools´ inclusive practice more meaningfully, and to find solutions that support all learners as well as the whole school staff. Based on the experience of this training, it could be recommended to expand the school team with educational or social professionals from the local governments. Leadership training for school leaders, officials of local authorities, and schools’ staff was piloted in Estonia some years ago, and participants reported good feedback, first and foremost, related to enhancing pupils’ learning outcomes [56].



All teams participating in the training emphasized that the structure of the training, in which theory was linked to the practical experience of their school, mapping the real situation, and identifying areas for short-term and long-term development activities, provided good input for further self-development activities of the school as a whole. The participants acknowledged that schools often follow the inner feeling that they are doing the right things and the obstacles are not considered to be due to the school itself, but to factors from outside. It was appreciated that participants were guided during the training course on how to set priorities for development areas, how to involve the whole school staff, and how to assess the fulfilment of the set goals at the school level. The participants of the training course admitted that mapping a real situation of different topics and conducting questionnaires among the whole school staff clearly showed that there are areas at the school level that need internal development. In summary, using different self-assessment tools during the training course enabled support for the development of evidence-informed practice, for identifying strengths, and areas needing to be improved, as well as for priorities to be set for strategic plans in the short or longer term at the school level.



Participation in the training as a team in one’s school, representing different professions such as teachers, support specialists, and school leaders, was considered very important. Many studies have highlighted the importance of collaboration between teachers and support professionals to work in a heterogeneous classroom [19,20]. The role of the school leader in creating an inclusive school culture and practices and collaborative teamwork to achieve high-quality education for all students have also been seen as important [57,58]. Less evidence can be found of how, by learning together and at the same time sharing leadership between different professionals developing the activities of an inclusive school affects the whole school approach to self-improvement and well-being of all stakeholders. Participants expressed the opinion that during the training course they recognized the importance of working together and that could be the best way to start developing activities of an inclusive school. It was pointed out that during various discussions, it was possible to listen in depth to the opinions of various parties, about what are seen as the strengths and bottlenecks of the school, and to draw consensual conclusions on further areas for development. Findings of a study conducted by Ricci, Scheier-Dolberg, and Perkins [26] also indicate the need for common professional development to achieve the goals of inclusive schools because teachers, support specialists, and school leaders often focus on different aspects in the school development process. It was emphasized that participating in the training as a team creates motivation to contribute to the school development activities, but also obligations to the participants of one’s team and the whole school staff. Although initial and in-service teacher training on IE is essential in teaching all students in an inclusive classroom, the results of this study showed the relevance of composing and conducting a long-term in-service training where school teams with different professionals can participate together. This means that the state and local governments should find ways and incentives to motivate schools to participate in such kind of courses.



The results of the study showed that participation in training with teams from other schools was also experienced positively. Although schools have their specific characteristics and approaches to improving the implementation of IE, cooperation between schools and sharing experiences had a major impact on finding the best solutions to problems. Ainscow, Muijs, and West [59] have found that there is a strong evidence that collaboration between schools can widen opportunities and help address vulnerable groups of learners.



It was emphasized that further training should pay even more attention to cooperation between schools, and school visits could be planned to gain even better practical experience. Training for teams from different schools also makes it possible to enhance further cooperation between schools and learn from each other in the context of the whole school’s development activities and between different professions. Many researchers also have emphasized that cooperation between schools expands the opportunities for better implementation of inclusive education [1,18,59]. One of the main advantages of inclusive education is that differences enrich, and this also applies perfectly for providing in-service training courses on this topic.



After the training course, it was pointed out that visiting schools and providing individual feedback on their strengths and weaknesses by trainers could be planned on a mandatory basis. This would have helped to get even more comprehensive feedback from the point of view of the school system as a whole. The importance of collaboration between schools and trainers from universities has been emphasized by many researchers [19,60]. Therefore, individual schools’ counselling during the training course is very important and should continue after the training course. This also provides a good opportunity for expanding the impact of the training course for the staff of whole school.



In conclusion, although the realization of the idea of IE depends to a large extent on the education system and national education policy of a particular country [34], significant changes can be achieved as a result of developing schools’ internal resources to increase well-being and involvement of all stakeholders at the organizational level. Long-term in-service training for school teams, involving teachers, support professionals, and school leaders, provides a good starting position for this.




5. Limitations and Further Research


Although the study provides several important insights, we would also like to point out some limitations. Firstly, all the schools involved in the training were highly motivated and worked as a team. Therefore, we do not know how the training courses will be evaluated if there are negative power relations between the team members participating in the training. Secondly, due to the COVID-19 emergency, some sessions of the training were held via Zoom. In the beginning, it was unusual, but very soon, trainers and participants got used to it, and this gave an opportunity to experiment with different teaching methods.



Despite the limitations, this study has a practical value for in-service training and supporting schools’ development activities in implementing inclusive education policy in similar contexts. Further research is needed to examine the longer-term impact of training activities on school-wide stakeholders (especially the well-being of students with SEN and also students without SEN) and explore the factors that support or hinder schools’ development activities on inclusive education.
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Figure A1. The whole training program. 






Figure A1. The whole training program.



[image: Education 11 00166 g0a1]







References


	



Ainscow, M. Promoting inclusion and equity in education: lessons from international experiences. NordSTEP 2020, 6, 7–16. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Monico, P.; Mensah, A.; Grünke, M.; Garcia, T.; Fernandez, E.; Rodriguez, C. Teachers and School Leaders as Valued Professionals. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2020, 24, 527–543. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Schuelka, M.; Engsig, T. On the question of educational purpose: complex educational systems analysis for inclusion. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2020. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Booth, T.; Ainscow, M. Index for INCLUSION: Developing Learning and Participation in Schools; Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education: Bristol, UK, 2002; Available online: https://www.eenet.org.uk/resources/docs/Index%20English.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



UNESCO. Guidelines for Inclusion: Ensuring Access to Education for All. 2005. Available online: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000140224 (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



UNESCO. Policy Guidelines on Inclusion in Education. 2009. Available online: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000177849 (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



UNESCO. Inclusive Education. 2017. Available online: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000248254 (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Cigman, R. A Question of Universality: Inclusive Education and the Principle of Respect. Philos. Educ. 2007, 41, 775–793. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Haug, P. Understanding inclusive education: ideals and reality. Scand. J. Disabil. Res. 2017, 19, 206–217. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kivirand, T.; Leijen, Ä.; Lepp, L.; Malva, L. Kaasava hariduse tähendus ja tõhusa rakendamise tegurid Eesti kontekstis: õpetajaid koolitavate või nõustavate spetsialistide vaade. Est. J. Ed. 2020, 8, 48–71. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Schuelka, M. Implementing inclusive education. Knowl. Evid. Learn. Environ. 2018. Available online: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5c6eb77340f0b647b214c599/374_Implementing_Inclusive_Education.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Sharma, U.; Armstrong, A.; Merumeru, L.; Simi, J.; Yared, H. Addressing barriers to implementing inclusive education in the Pacific. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2018. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. Empowering Teachers to Promote Inclusive Education. Literature review; European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education: Odense, Denmark, 2015; Available online: https://www.european-agency.org/sites/default/files/Empowering%20Teachers%20to%20Promote%20Inclusive%20Education.%20Literature%20Review.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



OECD. TALIS 2018 Results (Volume II): Teachers and School Leaders as Valued Professionals. Oecd Publ. 2020. Available online: https://www.oecd.org/publications/talis-2018-results-volume-ii-19cf08df-en.htm (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Florian, L. On the necessary co-existence of special and inclusive education. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2019, 27, 691–704. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Kurniawati, F.; DeBoer, A.; Minnaert, A.; Mangunson, F. Characteristics of primary teacher training programmes on inclusion: a literature focus. Educ. Res. 2014, 56, 310–326. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. Raising the Achievement of All Learners: A Resource to Support Self-Review; European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education: Odense, Denmark, 2017; Available online: https://www.european-agency.org/sites/default/files/raising_achievement_self-review.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Hadfield, M.; Ainscow, M. Inside a self-improving school system: Collaboration, competition and transition. J. Educ. Chang. 2018, 19. Available online: https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10833-018-9330-7 (accessed on 1 March 2021). [CrossRef]

	



Juma, S.; Lehtomaki, E.; Naukkarinen, A. Developing inclusive pre-service and in-service teacher education: Insights from Zanzibar primary school teachers. Int. J. Whole Sch. 2017, 13, 67–87. Available online: http://www.wholeschooling.net/Journal_of_Whole_Schooling/articles/13-3%20Juma%20Lehtom%C3%A4ki%20&%20Naukkarinen%202017.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Lawrence-Brown, D.; Muschaweck, K. Getting Started with Collaborative Team-work for Inclusion. J. Cathol. Educ. 2004, 8, 146–161. Available online: https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1006516.pdf (accessed on 1 March). [CrossRef]

	



Miller, L.; Wilt, C.; Allcock, H.; Kurth, J.; Morningstar, M.; Ruppar, A. Teacher agency for inclusive education: an international scoping review. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2020. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Lyons, W.; Thompson, S.; Timmons, V. We are inclusive. We are a team. Let’s just do it’: commitment, collective efficacy, and agency in four inclusive schools. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2016, 20, 889–907. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Loreman, T. Seven pillars of support for inclusive education: Moving from “Why?” to “How?”. Int. J. Whole Sch. 2007, 3, 22–38. Available online: https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ847475.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. Changing Role of Specialist Provision in Supporting Inclusive Education. Mapping Specialist Provision Approaches in European Countries; European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education: Odense, Denmark, 2019; Available online: https://www.european-agency.org/sites/default/files/CROSP_Synthesis_Report.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. Inclusive School Leadership. Exploring Policies Across Europe; European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education: Odense, Denmark, 2019; Available online: https://www.european-agency.org/sites/default/files/sisl_synthesis_report.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Ricci, L.; Scheier-Dolberg, S.; Perkins, B. Transforming triads for inclusion: understanding frames of reference of special educators, general educators, and administrators engaging in collaboration for inclusion of all learners. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2020. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Mc Master, C. Building inclusion from the ground up: A review of whole school reculturing programmes for sustaining inclusive change. Int. J. Whole Sch. 2013, 9, 1–24. Available online: https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1016788.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Hopkins, D.; Stringfield, S.; Harris, A.; Stoll, L.; Mackay, T. School and system improvement: A narrative state-of-the art review. Sch. Eff. Sch. Improv. 2014, 25, 257–281. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Thapa, A.; Cohen, J.; Guffey, S.; Higgins-D’Alessandro, A. A Review of School Climate Research. Rev. Educ. Res. 2013, 83, 357–385. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ainscow, M. Diversity and Equity: A Global Education Challenge. N. Z. J. Ed. Stud. 2016, 51, 143–155. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ainscow, M. Understanding the Development of Inclusive Schools. Electron. J. Res. Educ. Psychol. 2005. Available online: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228935522_Understanding_the_development_of_inclusive_education_system (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Mitchell, D. Inclusive education is a multifaceted concept. Ceps J. 2015, 5, 9–30. Available online: https://www.pedocs.de/volltexte/2015/10611/pdf/cepsj_2015_1_Mitchell_Inclusive_Education.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Kinsella, W. Organising inclusive schools. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2020, 24, 1340–1356. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Haug, P. It is impossible to avoid policy comment on Mel Ainscow: promoting inclusion and equity in education: lessons from international experiences. NordSTEP 2020, 6, 17–20. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Basic Schools and Upper Secondary Schools Act. 2010. Available online: https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/ee/530102013042/consolide (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Haidkind, P.; Oras, K. Kaasava hariduse mõiste ning õpetaja ees seisvad ülesanded lasteaedades ja esimeses kooliastmes. Est. J. Educ. 2016, 4, 60–88. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. Agency Position on Inclusive Education Systems; European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education: Odense, Denmark, 2017; Available online: https://www.european-agency.org/sites/default/files/PositionPaper-EN.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Ministry of Education and Reseach. Hariduslike Erivajadustega Õpilaste Toetamine: Õppekorraldus ja Tugiteenused. Available online: https://www.hm.ee/et/hariduslike-erivajadusega-opilaste-toetamine (accessed on 1 March 2021). (In Estonian).

	



Abery, B.; Ticha, R.; Kincade, L. Moving Toward an Inclusive Education System: Lessons from the U.S. and Their Potential Application in the Czech Republic and Other Central and Eastern European Countries. Soc. Educ. 2017, 5, 48–62. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Florian, L.; Becirevic, M. Challenges for teachers’ professional learning for inclusive education in Central and Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States. Prospects 2011, 41, 371–384. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Stepaniuk, I. Inclusive education in Eastern European countries: A current state and future directions. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2019, 23, 328–352. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Basic Schools and Upper Secondary Schools Act. 2019. Available online: https://www.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/501022018002/consolide (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Rais, M.L.; Sõmer, M. Haridusliku erivajadusega õpilaste kaasava hariduskorralduse ja sellega seotud meetmete tõhusus. Temaatiline raport: kaasamise tähenduslikkus. Eest. Raken. Keskus Cent. 2016. Available online: https://centar.ee/uus/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Teemaraport-Tahenduslikkus-final.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021). (In Estonian).

	



Mangope, P.; Mukhopadhyay, S. Preparing Teachers for Inclusive Education in Botswana: The Role of Professional Development. Int J Spec Educ 2015, 18, 60–72. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Forlin, C.; Sin, K.-F. In-Service Teacher Training for Inclusion. Oxf. Res. Encycl. Educ. 2017. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Vyas, P.; Young, R.; Spencer, N.; Sice, P. Can Awareness-Based Practices Benefit Co-Creation for Social Innovation? ServDes Conference at Lancaster University. 2014. Available online: http://www.servdes.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/Vyas-P-Young-R-Spencer-N-Sice-P.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Gibbs, G.; Coffey, M. The impact of training of university teachers on their teaching skills, their approach to teaching and the approach to learning of their students. Act. Learn. High. Educ. 2004, 5, 87–100. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Fontana, A.; Frey, J.H. The Interview: From Neutral Stance to Political Involvement, 3rd ed.; Denzin, N.K., Lincoln, Y.S., Eds.; Sage: London, UK, 2005. [Google Scholar]

	



Cohen, L.; Manion, L.; Morrison, K. Research Methods in Education, 6th ed.; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2007. [Google Scholar]

	



Arksey, H.; Knight, P. Interviewing for Social Scientists, 6th ed.; Cohen, L., Manion, L., Morrison, K., Eds.; Sage: London, UK, 1999. [Google Scholar]

	



Bryman, A. Social Research Methods, 5th ed.; Oxford University Press: New York, NY, USA, 2016. [Google Scholar]

	



Mason, J. Qualitative Researching, 2nd ed.; Sage Publications: London, UK, 2002. [Google Scholar]

	



Creswell, J. Collecting Qualitative Data in Educational Research: Planning, Conducting and Evaluating Quantitative and Qualitative Research, 4th ed.; Pearson: Boston, MA, USA, 2012. [Google Scholar]

	



Goransson, K.; Nilholn, C. Conceptual diversities and empirical shortcomings—A critical analysis of research on inclusive education. Eur. J. Spec. Needs Educ. 2014, 29, 265–280. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Black-Hawkins, K.; Florian, L. Classroom Teachers’ Craft Knowledge of their Inclusive Practice. Teach. Teaching. 2012, 18, 567–584. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. Key Actions for Raising Achievement: Guidance for Teachers and Leaders; European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education: Odense, Denmark, 2018; Available online: https://www.european-agency.org/sites/default/files/Key%20Actions%20for%20Raising%20Achievement.pdf (accessed on 1 March 2021).

	



Ainscow, M.; Sandill, A. Developing inclusive education systems: The role of organisational cultures and leadership. Int. J. Incl. Educ. 2010, 14, 401–416. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Carter, S.; Abawi, L. Leadership, Inclusion, and Quality Education for All. Australas. J. Spec. Educ. 2018, 1–29. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ainscow, M.; Muijs, D.; West, M. Collaboration as a strategy for improving schools in challenging circumstances. Natl. Coll. Sch. Leadersh. 2006. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Robinson, D. Effective inclusive teacher education for special educational needs and disabilities: Some more thoughts on the way forward. Teach. Teach. Educ. 2017, 61, 164–178. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]








[image: Education 11 00166 g001 550] 





Figure 1. Main topics of the training course Inclusive Education (IE). 
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Table 1. Description of the training course.
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	Themes and Subthemes
	Time for Contact Training and Group/Independent Activities
	Homework: Practical Input to the School Development Process





	Vision and school culture

	
the definition and meaning of IE



	
diversity and social justice



	
inclusive school culture



	
indicators of inclusive schools





	Session 1

8 academic hours contact training

20 hours’ independent or group activities
	School’s current background data and situation are mapped.

Shared vision about the definition and meaning of IE and inclusive school culture is defined at the school level.



	Legislative framework and school policy

	
state policy for IE



	
school policy for IE



	
inclusive curricula and assessment



	
structures for special educational needs (SEN) provision



	
support system



	
self-assessment





	Session 2 and 3

16 academic hours contact training

40 hours’ independent or group activities
	Schools policy documents are analyzed and revised.

Short-term and long-term goals are set based on the results of self-assessment.



	Learning environment and resources

	
physical environment, Universal Design (UD)



	
personnel resources



	
financial resources





	Session 4

6 academic hours

20 hours’ independent or group activities
	The current situation of the learning environment and resources are mapped. Short-term and long-term development goals have been formulated.



	The professionalism of staff

	
roles of the school staff



	
competencies and development of school staff



	
leadership



	
inclusive pedagogy



	
evidence-based inclusive classroom strategies





	Session 5 and 6

12 academic hours

40 hours’ independent or group activities
	The roles and duties of different school staff members are clarified and defined.

Short-term and long-term training needs for raising staff competencies have been mapped.



	Collaboration

	
collaboration between school staff



	
collaboration with parents



	
collaboration with local authorities



	
collaboration with external agencies



	
students’ voices





	Session 7

6 academic hours

20 hours’ independent or group activities
	Improvement areas for collaboration within the school and with partners outside of schools have been mapped.

A development plan for improving collaboration is composed.



	Quality assurance

	
state-level quality assurance



	
school-level quality assurance indicators



	
gathering quantitative and qualitative data



	
schools’ strategic development plan to ensure quality education for all learners





	Session 8

6 academic hours

60 hours’ independent or group activities
	Quality assurance indicators are set at the school level.

The school strategic development plan is finalized.



	Concluding seminar for sharing composed school developmental plans and reflecting the whole training process
	Session 9

6 academic hours contact training
	Final outcome:

Schools strategic developmental and operational plan for IE is composed.
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Table 2. Background information of participants.
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The Type of School

	
The Whole Number of Students in School

	
The Number of SEN Students in School

	
Team Members




	
Teachers

	
Support Specialists

	
School Leaders






	
School No 1 (X1)

	
Basic school

	
762

	
205

	
5 subject teachers who teach in grades 2 to 9

	
1 support specialist: Social pedagogue

	
1 deputy principal




	
SchoolNo 2 (X2)

	
Basic school

	
505

	
139

	
4 subject teachers who teach in grades 4 to 9

	
1 support specialist: Social pedagogue

	
1 deputy principal




	
SchoolNo 3 (X3)

	
Basic school

	
554

	
165

	
4 subject teachers who teach in grades 4 to 9

	
1 support specialist: Special educator

	
1 school principal




	
SchoolNo 4 (X4)

	
Basic school and upper secondary school as one institution

	
827

	
226

	
6 subject teachers who teach in grades 4 to 12

	
1 support specialist: Social pedagogue

	
1 school principal
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