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“Engaging pupil diversity to enhance 

learning remains a challenging task for 

teachers in schools everywhere, as 

education for all is extended to become 

universal. Yet successfully supporting 

diverse pupils in their learning processes 

has always been at the heart of outstanding 

pedagogy”.

Powell et al. 2019, p.321, in Schuelka, Johnstone, 

Thomas, & Artiles, (eds.), The Sage Handbook of 

Inclusion and Diversity in Education. London: Sage, 
pp.321-337.



To ask how we think about our craft is not to ask what we 

know about it. Following Hannah Arendt, I would describe 

thinking as a “soundless dialogue, “an internalized dialogue 

through which (as it were) we talk things over with ourselves”. 

In order to engage in it, we have to “stop and think”; and, 

inevitably, it interrupts ordinary activities. To proceed 

unthinkingly is to be caught in the flux of things, to be 

“caught up” in dailyness, in the sequences of tasks and 

routines. Of course we have to proceed that way a good 

deal of the time, but there should be moments when we 

deliberately try to draw meaning out of particular incidents 

and experiences.

Greene, M. (1984). How do 

we think about our craft?.

Teachers College Record,

86(1), 55-67.



Continuously 

questioning 

taken-for-

granted

assumptions

Avoiding the risks of “automatic 

pilot” or “habitualisation” 



Contemporary Issues in Inclusive Education

Issue 1: Placement Options Dilemmas

Issue 2: Reconciling ‘special’ &‘inclusive’ education

Issue 3: Striving for “coherence” amidst “various 

actors” & “many voices”

Issue 4: “Bridging” policy & practice 

Issue 5: Utilising SETs to “best effect” 



Placement Options Dilemmas

Issue 1



Educational provision for children with special 

needs:

‘Continuum of Provision’

7

1) Special schools

2) Special ‘units’ / special classes attached 

to mainstream schools

3) Integrated settings in mainstream 

classes

- “Flexibility” - range of alternatives
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Growth – Special Classes for pupils with ASD diagnosis 

National Council for Special Education Annual Report 2020 [*June 2021] – page 67]

https://ncse.ie/publications-2



- “responsible” inclusion

- “pragmatic” approach rather than “purist” model of inclusion

- “cautious” forms of inclusion 

Negotiating issue of (appropriate) placement:

Dilemmatic
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NCSE 

Research 

Report No. 16

Selina McCoy et al. 

_ 2014

https://ncse.ie/research-
reports
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https://www.

researchgat

e.net/public

ation/33584

0602

Selina McCoy 

& Joanne 

Banks – ESRI _ 

2016
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Joanne Banks & 

Selina McCoy –

ESRI _ December 

2017

https://econpapers.repec.org/article/eso
journl/v_3a48_3ay_3a2017_3ai_3a4_3a
p_3a441-461.htm
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https://www.researchg

ate.net/publication/329

391041_Segregation_i

n_an_Era_of_Inclusio

n_The_Role_of_Speci

al_Classes_in_Irish_M

ainstream_Schools

Joanne Banks & 

Selina McCoy –

ESRI _ Feb 2018
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This is particularly problematic at second-level 

where students placed in special classes can 

experience stigma with implications for their self-

esteem and expectations going forward. The findings 

suggest much variation in the purpose and use of 

special classes across different school contexts and 

point to the need for clarity as to who they are 

intended for and how they should operate. 

Joanne 

Banks & 

Selina 

McCoy –

ESRI _ Feb 

2018

FINDINGS The findings suggest that whether special 

classes represent inclusive education depends 

on the designation of the class, the severity of 

need of students in that class and the type of 

leadership in the school. 

In particular, the data imply that special classes only 

operate as a unit of inclusion where students have 

severe needs such as autism. For students with mild 

needs or those with no special educational needs, 

special classes appear to operate as a low stream 

class often with no official sanction from the 

National Council for Special Education. 
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Selina McCoy –

ESRI _ Feb 2021

https://www.researchgat
e.net/publication/35485
4280_What_does_the_e
vidence_on_special_clas
ses_tell_us_Leadership_
117



Ireland and Inclusive Education/ Special Education: 
Our Own Dilemmas

UNCRPD Education 
Declaration

In Ireland: 

• 98 percent of students are educated in mainstream 
classes.

• One percent are educated in special classes in 
mainstream schools.

• A further one percent (around 8,000) students are 
educated in special schools.

“Ireland has new international obligations since its 
ratification, in 2018, of the UN Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD). Article 24 of this 
convention requires us to ensure that all children can access 
an inclusive, quality and free education on an equal basis 
with others in the communities in which they live. The UN 
Committee’s position is that having separate special schools 
and classes – as we do in Ireland – is not compatible with 
the Convention.” (NCSE, 2019)



Looking to more inclusive models: 
NCSE considering practice in….

“All children attend their 
neighbourhood school and the 
presumption is placement of all 
students in the “common learning 
environment”. Variation from the 
common learning environment can 
occur with justification, including the 
provision of a Personalized Learning 
Plan. There are no special needs 
schools or special classrooms. Also, 
there is no mention of special needs 
or diagnosis in the Education Act.” 
(Jody Carr, NCSE Research 
Conference, Croke Park, Nov. 2019)



And……

• Inclusive School 
Cultures

• In-school multi-
disciplinary teams

• Differentiated & 
Individualised Planning

• IEPs & Transition Plans



In both countries we saw how:

• It is natural and fully accepted for all 
students to learn together in their 
local schools. This is seen as a moral 
imperative and fundamental to 
building inclusive societies.

• Inclusion is intentionally planned. 
High standards are set for all students 
and both students with and without 
special educational needs are learning 
well and achieving good outcomes 
from school. 

NCSE (2019): An Inclusive Education for an Inclusive Society



How can we best move forward in the education of students 

currently being educated in special schools and classes?

Where to from here? [New Brunswick Experience]

Schools in New Brunswick 

continue to face challenges ….in 

designing appropriate 

classroom instruction. Planning 

daily so instruction takes place 

in a ‘common learning 

environment’ or an ‘inclusive 

setting’ where student success 

is ensured is not an easy task.

Muñoz Martínez, Y., & Porter, G. L. 

(2018). Planning for all students: 

promoting inclusive instruction.

International Journal of Inclusive 

Education, 1-16.

See also Buchner et al. (2021) _ 

implementation of UNCRPD in seven 

European countries



21

Kenny, N., McCoy, 

S., & Mihut, G. 

(2020). Special 

education reforms 

in Ireland: changing 

systems, changing 

schools. Internation

al Journal of 

Inclusive Education, 

1-20.



….the key finding of this study is that inclusive 

education must firstly acknowledge and be 

defined as the response of the entire education 

system, including the special school sector, in 

reaching out to all learners. The voice of the 

special school sector must be included in the 

dialogue on inclusive education, in order to 

challenge the conceptual misinterpretation and 

architectural symbolism of inclusion.

Merrigan, C., & Senior, J. 

(2021). Special schools at 

the crossroads of inclusion: 

do they have a value, 

purpose, and educational 

responsibility in an 

inclusive education 

system?. Irish Educational 
Studies, 1-17.



Issue 2

Reconciling ‘special’ and ‘inclusive’ 

education



• ‘Inclusive special’ education ?

• ‘Special’ education ‘Inclusive’ education ?

• ‘Special’ education / ‘Inclusive’ education ?



‘Special’ education ‘Inclusive’ education 

Complexities / challenges 

dilemmas / contradictions 
/ uncertainties……….

Special Educational Needs 

(SEN) 

AKA 

Additional Educational Needs 

(AEN)



‘The theory of inclusive 
special education 
comprises a synthesis of 
the philosophy and 
values of inclusive 
education along with the 
strategies and 
interventions used in 
special education’ 
(Hornby, 2015, p.247)

Hornby, G. (2015). Inclusive special education: Development of a new theory for 
the education of children with special educational needs and disabilities.
British Journal of Special Education, 42(3), 234-256.



How can special 

educators work 

in support of 

inclusive 

education ?????

Florian, L. (2019). On the necessary co-existence of special and 
inclusive education. International Journal of Inclusive 
Education, 23(7-8), 691-704.
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From ‘Most’ + ‘Some’ ……….to ‘Everybody’ 

‘Everybody’

Championing Inclusion

‘Most’+ ‘Some’ 

Lani Florian – University of Edinburgh

Florian, L. (2019). 

On the necessary 

co-existence of 

special and 

inclusive education.

International Journal 

of Inclusive 

Education, 23(7-8), 

691-704.



‘…requires a shift in teaching and learning from an 

approach that works for most learners existing 

alongside something ‘additional’ or ‘different’ for 

those (some) who experience difficulties, towards 

one that involves the development of a rich 

learning community characterised by learning 

opportunities that are sufficiently made available 

for everyone, so that all learners are able to 

participate in classroom life…’ 

Florian, L., & Black‐Hawkins, K. (2011). Exploring inclusive 

pedagogy. British Educational Research Journal, 37(5), 813-828.

From ‘Special’ to ‘Inclusive’ pedagogies 



• “focus on extending what is ordinarily available in the 

community of the classroom as a way of reducing the need 

to mark some learners as different” 

(Florian and Black-Hawkins, 2011, p.814)

“All children can learn and their capacities can change” 

[e.g. Max…] (Norwich, 2013, p.80)

See difficulties in learning as a challenge to teachers/ teaching 

(Norwich, 2013, p.80)

Teaching as a problem-solving activity

Inclusive Pedagogy



Issue 3

Striving for “coherence” amidst 

“various actors” & “many voices”



Fagerlid Festøy, A. R., & Haug, P. (2019). Coherence in conditions for learning in 
special education. European Journal of Special Needs Education, 34(4), 469-484.

To what extent do pupils, parents and teachers have a 

coherent understanding of the conditions for learning ????

“Findings reveal a considerable 

disparity in how the various 

actors interpret the pupils’ 

situation”.

“The various actors spoke of the 

same challenges, but only to a 

small degree were they aware of 

each other’s understanding, 

expectations and experiences of 

the same areas”.

Varying perspectives

“Various Actors”



“Many Voices”



Some more “voices”
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Yet more “voices”



SEND Code of Practice 

(2015) makes it clear 

that a pupil identified as 

having special 

educational needs will 

require provision which 

is additional to or

different from that 

which is ordinarily 

available to all. 

How clear are we in articulating our “additional to”

and “different from” provision?

Coherence – an issue internationally

England



“Bridging” policy & practice 

Issue 4



Supporting Pupils with Special Educational Needs in Mainstream 

Schools (DES 2017)

Guidelines for Primary Schools Guidelines for Post-Primary 

Schools 

“Bridging” policy & practice 
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Facilitating meaningful inclusion of students in 

mainstream classes. 

“Bridging” policy & practice 



Schools have flexibility to be innovative in developing 

new approaches……..and in sharing successful practices.40

Facilitating meaningful inclusion of students in mainstream classes. 

“Bridging” policy & practice 



Supporting Pupils with Special Educational Needs in Mainstream 
Schools - (DES 2017)

100%



Inclusive Pedagogy 

(Finkelstein, Sharma & Furlonger, 2019)

• Extending 

mainstream 

education to all

• Transformability: 

“idea that ability is 

not fixed but all 

students can 

develop and learn”

Finkelstein, S., Sharma, U., & Furlonger, B. (2019). The 

inclusive practices of classroom teachers: a scoping review 

and thematic analysis. International Journal of Inclusive 

Education, 1-28.





Skerritt, C., O’Hara, J., Brown, M., 

McNamara, G., & O’Brien, S. 

(2021). Enacting school self-

evaluation: The policy actors in Irish 

schools. International Studies in 

Sociology of Education, 1-23.

• As policy documents 

frequently over idealise 

practice intentions 

…………..necessary that the 

complexities, challenges, 

dilemmas, contradictions and 

uncertainties of practice are 

acknowledged. 



The “practice-gap” 
(Florian, 2017)

Many schools promote 
powerful ethical positions 
on inclusion in their school 
through the values and 
attitudes of the 
organisation and the staff.

What of knowledge, skills, 
practice relating to 
inclusion???



Issue 5

Utilising SETs to “best effect” 



2019/2020 Staffing: Teacher Numbers:

Mainstream Primary Schools = 37,839 

Mainstream Post-Primary Schools = 30,623 [incl. PLC]

•Total No. of P & PP Teachers = 68,462

Resource provision ~ staffing 

Special Education Teachers  [SETs] 

13,355 SETs in mainstream P & PP schools (2018/2019)  

[c.20% of teaching force] 

9,226 SET posts at primary level 

4,129 SET posts at post-primary
Formerly ‘Learning Support Teachers’ / ‘Resource Teachers’

Number of Learning Support 
Teachers in 1993 = 1,300



i.e. in-class and / or withdrawal settings 

Implications for models of additional support 

provision in schools ????

Balance between in-class provision and withdrawal 

of pupils from class ?

Acknowledging complexities – particularly in 

post-primary settings.

“Utilising SETs to best effect” ???



‘Team Teaching’

AKA

- “collaborative 

teaching”

- “co-operative 

teaching”

- “co-teaching” 

Hargreaves, A. (2019). Teacher collaboration: 30 years of research on its 

nature, forms, limitations and effects. Teachers and Teaching, 25(5), 603-621.

In-class support



Question: 

What could (does) ‘team  teaching’ 

facilitate?
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Answer: 

Collaborative Learning Approaches 

1) Peer 

Tutoring /

‘Pair Work’

2) Co-operative  

Learning /

‘Group Work’ 
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Cultivating Positivity Towards Team Teaching:

Negotiating the “Reel World”!!

Interpersonal (& Intrapersonal) Workplace Dynamics

Soft Skills Desirable Necessary 



‘Team Teaching’ = modifying (longstanding) cultural / 

historical practices of schooling   

“A History of Education in Ireland 

in 100 Words”!!!!

Schooling as cultural practice(s):

Anthropological approach 

“A History of Education in 

Ireland in 100 Artefacts”!!!!
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Ghousseini, H., Kavanagh, S. S., Dutro, E., & Kazemi, E. (2021). The Fourth 

Wall of Professional Learning and Cultures of Collaboration. Educational 
Researcher, 0013189X211058751.



Ensuring the success of in-class support endeavours: 

Practicalities - Questions for team teaching partners

• How can we find time to liaise?

• How often do we need to meet?

• How can we support each other in planning and 

preparation?

• What resources do we need?

• Who will prepare what?

• Do we need a joint recording system?

• How will we manage class discipline?

• How will we evaluate our joint effectiveness? 55
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http://www.google.ie/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fblogs.redorbit.com%2Fthe-accent-change-exasperation%2F&ei=5VSyVP_OBpKu7Abt0oDAAg&bvm=bv.83339334,d.ZGU&psig=AFQjCNErKV1ID0RNKLEwzZ4ijd4uvpNZHw&ust=1421059428212602


Collaborative Learning Strategies

- Peer Tutoring

- Co-operative Learning / Group 

Work 
58



Inclusive Pedagogies 
(Mitchell, 2014)

• Team Teaching

• Collaborative learning / Peer 
Tutoring

• Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL)

• Active Learning

• Metacognition (cognitive strategy 
instruction)

• Memory strategies

• Social skills education

•Self-regulated learning
•Review and practice
•Reciprocal teaching
•Formative assessment and 

feedback (feedforward)
•Technology
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Universal Design for 

Learning - UDL



Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 

Given diverse 

nature of 

contemporary 

classrooms, 

teaching 

professionals 

looking for new 

methods to meet 

the challenges 

raised by this 

diversity. 

UDL: Promoted as a philosophy, framework, and set of 

principles for designing and delivering flexible approaches to 

teaching and learning that address student diversity within 

the classroom context. 



“Learner variability in the classroom is the norm. 

Teachers can address learner variability by designing 

lessons that proactively build in flexibility, choice and 

engagement that can support all learners” 

(Cook & Rao, 2018, p.180).

Activating UDL Approaches

(Cook & Rao 2018)
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The philosophy of UDL is based on three

underlying principles centring on the idea that 

there are:

Multiple ways of 

engaging students 

[Principle three]

Multiple ways students can 

action / express (demonstrate) 

their understanding 

[Principle two] 

Multiple ways of 

representing knowledge 

[Principle one]
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3 Overlapping Principles of UDL

Unluol Unal, N., 

Karal, M. A., & Tan, S. 

(2020). Developing 

Accessible Lesson 

Plans with Universal 

Design for Learning 

(UDL). International 

Journal of Disability, 

Development and 

Education, 1-15.



Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL)

Graphic from: https://ahead.ie/udl-framework

https://ahead.ie/udl-framework
https://ahead.ie/udl-framework
https://ahead.ie/udl-framework
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Principle One: Representation

Multiple ways of representing

knowledge:

In addition to traditionally 

dominant oral and print-based 

representations of knowledge, 

use of multimedia resources 

incorporating narrations, 

visuals, animations, and video 

content, helps create 

classrooms that are inclusive of 

all learners



67

Principle Two: Expression

Multiple ways students can express their 

understanding:  

(AKA – action / demonstrate) 

Requires teachers to provide learners with a 

variety of options to communicate and 

demonstrate what they have learnt:    e.g. 

graphic organiser, outline chart, mind map, 

or blank web. Other strategies include 

providing the student with options for 

responding, such as oral responses or 

circling answers instead of filling in the 

blanks; providing larger spaces for writing; 

and providing sentence starters that give 

examples for written responses.  
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Principle Three: Engagement

Multiple ways of engaging students:

Creative, hands-on, and meaningful 

instruction that stimulates students’ 

interests and motivations. Additionally, 

providing students with control of their 

education and choice of activities 

enhances engagement. Students are 

capable of personalising their 

learning when given the opportunity 

to make informed choices. Choice-

making may relate to learning 

preferences, for example, mind 

mapping, story boarding and flow 

charting. 



• Structured approach to learning 
(e.g. sharing learning intentions, 
consistency, predictability)

• Assignment options

• Flexible work spaces (allow 
movement, access to technology, 
group work, independent work, etc.

• Regular targeted feedback

• Digital/ Audio Text and Tools 
(multimedia available and used)

• Slides,  recordings, background 
information, VLEs (Edmodo, 
Blackboard, Moodle, Google 
Classroom, Canvas, etc). 
Opportunities for asynchronous 
learning

Graphic - Brian Butler (UCC)
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DIFFERENCES

DIFFERENCES



!





Discussion: Comments / Questions   ??



Irish Context 

Banks J. and McCoy, S (2011). A Study on the Prevalence of Special 

Educational Needs. Trim: NCSE. 

(Research Report No. 9)   http://ncse.ie/wp-

content/uploads/2014/10/Prevalence_of_SEN_10_09_12.pdf

***** Banks, J., Shevlin, M., & McCoy, S. (2012). Disproportionality in 

special education: identifying children with emotional behavioural 

difficulties in Irish primary schools. European Journal of Special Needs 

Education, 27(2), 219-235.

McCoy, S., Banks, J., & Shevlin, M. (2012). School matters: How context 

influences the identification of different types of special educational 

needs. Irish Educational Studies, 31(2), 119-138.

Mac Ruairc, G. (2011). Where words collide: social class, schools and 

linguistic discontinuity. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 32(4), 

541-561.
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