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developing equitable education systems addresses the greatest challenge facing 

tive in educating all children. Using evidence from research carried over the 
last 25 years in many countries, Mel Ainscow explains pathways to be followed 
in order to turn the global aspiration for inclusion and equity into policy and 
practices in the field.

Making extensive use of examples from different parts of the world, Develop-
ing Inclusive Schools provides:

• Practical guidance for teachers regarding ways of making their lessons
inclusive;

• Accounts of how this thinking has been implemented in schools;
• Advice for school leaders on how to create an inclusive culture within their

organisations;
• Examples of how inclusion and equity have influenced national policies in

different contexts;
• Explanations of the implications for policy makers, researchers and teacher

educators.

Developing Inclusive Schools will be of huge significance to researchers, edu-
cators and practitioners in the fields of education policy and politics, inclusion 
and special education around the world.

Mel Ainscow is Emeritus Professor, University of Manchester; Professor of 
Education, University of Glasgow; and Adjunct Professor at Queensland Uni-
versity of Technology. A long-term consultant to UNESCO, he is internation-
ally recognised as an authority on the promotion of inclusion and equity in 
education.
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ment to inclusion, equity and professional collaboration to write a book 
that is one for the ages. He shows how we can and should achieve inclusion 
by adhering to a small number of general principles but with total respect 
for the unique nature of every country, culture and context in which these 
principles are applied. This is the masterwork of inclusion in education’.

Andy Hargreaves, Boston College and University of Ottawa

‘An inspirational must-read for anyone concerned with equity in education, 
this book maps the struggles, the learning and the insights of a leading 
thinker in the field’.
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‘Mel Ainscow has carried out the best and most thorough work I know on 
grounded system change. He has the examples, he has led the work, he has 
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of insights’.

Michael Fullan, OISE/University of Toronto
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Preface

When I started thinking about writing this book, my idea was to produce a 
second, updated edition of Understanding the Development of Inclusive Schools, 
which was first published in 1999. Having taken advice from various colleagues, 
including Alison Foyle at Routledge, I decided that it had to be a new book.

As the book developed, I came to see it as a sequel to the earlier volume. 
It reports my efforts to put the suggestions I made over 25 years ago into 
practice. In doing so, it revisits many of my earlier publications, reworking and 
refining ideas and reflecting further on examples of practice in the field.

A few months ago, one of my colleagues commented that much of my work 
involved telling stories. Initially I thought that this was intended as a criticism, 
but I have come to realise that it is something to celebrate. As this book illus-
trates, stories can be a powerful way of challenging thinking and encouraging 
reflection, sometimes leading to action.

Running through these accounts is my own story. Over the years, my work 
has been related to a variety of headline themes, starting from special educa-
tion, through to integration, on to inclusive education and then educational 
equity. Bearing this formulation in mind, the book reflects the evolution of my 
ideas regarding how to foster inclusion and fairness within education systems 
(see Ainscow 2016a, for a detailed account of this process). In particular, my 
thinking has moved in the following directions:

• From a narrow focus on special education to a much wider concern with
processes, I have called school improvement with attitude;

• From efforts to achieve integration for particular groups of learners towards
the development of inclusive forms of education that focus on the presence,
participation and achievement of all children and young people;

• From an analysis of the characteristics of individual learners to the analysis
of barriers and resources that exist within particular learning contexts;

• From an emphasis on the development of individual schools towards efforts
to achieve system-level reform through a focus on levers for change.

A pattern emerges from the accounts I provide. This involves periods of
uncertainly as my thinking was challenged by new experiences and different 



Preface vii

contexts, through a process I have described as making the familiar unfamiliar. 
What also becomes evident is the way that working with colleagues has helped 
me to cope with these disturbances, such that they often became critical inci-
dents that led to developments in my ideas.

Given the range of projects reported in this book, it is inevitable that lots of 
colleagues have been involved, far too many to name here. In some instances, 
their names are mentioned in the references I list. Many of these are colleagues 
at the Universities of Manchester and Glasgow and at Queensland University 
of Technology. And, of course, I owe a debt of gratitude to the many teachers, 
students and policymakers with whom I have cooperated.

Finally, I owe a particular thanks to Alan Dyson and Kiki Messiou who each 
read and commented on earlier drafts of the text. As on many other occasions 
over the last 25 years, their challenging comments, perceptive advice and pro-
fessional guidance were of enormous importance.

Mel Ainscow
Manchester

September 2023
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1 Taking an inclusive turn

In the concluding paragraph of my 1999 book, Understanding the Develop-
ment of Inclusive Schools, I commented on the evaluation I had carried out 
with colleagues of an initiative to reform kindergarten education in Anhui 
Province, China. I explained that we had concluded that the project had been 
successful, not least in drawing the attention of teachers in the schools to new 
possibilities for reaching out to children in their local communities who had 
previously been excluded. Over the gateway to one of the kindergartens was 
a motto that seemed to be guiding their efforts. It read, All for the children, 
for all the children. What I witnessed in many of the classrooms reflected the 
commitment of the teachers to this principle.

With this principle in mind, this book focuses on what is arguably the 
greatest challenge facing education systems around the world, that of find-
ing ways of including all children and young people in schools. In econom-
ically poorer countries this is mainly about the millions of children who 
are not able to attend formal education (UNESCO 2020). Meanwhile, 
in wealthier countries, such as my own, many young people leave school 
with no worthwhile qualifications, whilst others are placed in special provi-
sion away from mainstream education and some choose to drop out since 
the lessons seem irrelevant (OECD 2012). Across these diverse contexts, 
learners from economically disadvantaged backgrounds are particularly 
vulnerable to marginalisation, as are those with disabilities and others from 
minority groups.

Faced with these challenges, there is evidence of an increased interest inter-
nationally in the idea of making schools more inclusive and education systems 
more equitable (Ainscow 2020a). However, the field remains confused as to 
the actions needed in order to address this challenge. In the chapters that 
follow, I set out to provide some clarity on what needs to be done to move 
schools and, indeed, educational systems forward. In particular, I describe my 
search for pathways to success.

In this introductory chapter I begin by explaining the basis of my argu-
ment, linking this to the ideas I presented in my 1999 book Understanding 
the Development of Inclusive Schools.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003438014-1
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An inclusive turn

Whilst recent years have seen an increased interest in the idea of inclusive edu-
cation, the field remains confused as to what this implies. Indeed, I recall hear-
ing the Australian academic Roger Slee comment that the idea has travelled so 
much that it has become jet lagged.

In many countries, inclusive education is still thought of as an approach to 
serving children with disabilities within general education settings. However, 
internationally, it is increasingly seen more broadly as a reform that supports 
and welcomes diversity amongst all learners (UNESCO 2020). As such, it 
presumes that the aim of inclusive education is to eliminate social exclusion 
that is a consequence of attitudes and responses to diversity in race, social class, 
ethnicity, religion, gender and abilities.

Traditionally, the main response to difficulties experienced by learners has 
been through forms of special education. In recent years, this field has gone 
through a crisis of thinking about its guiding assumptions. As a result, the 
appropriateness of separate systems of education has been challenged, both 
from a human rights perspective and from the point of view of effectiveness 
(Tomlinson 2017). More specifically, it is argued that the continued use of 
what is sometimes referred to as a medical model of assessment – within which 
educational difficulties are explained in terms of a child’s deficits – prevents 
progress in the field, not least because it distracts attention from questions 
about why schools fail to teach so many children successfully.

With this agenda as my overall focus, I have argued that what is needed is an 
inclusive turn (Ainscow 2006). This represents a radical new approach to the 
way that difficulties in education are defined and addressed. As I will explain, 
this change is difficult to introduce, not least because the traditional perspec-
tives and practices associated with the field of special education continue to 
dominate thinking in the field, encouraged by what Sally Tomlinson (2012) 
refers to as an expanded and expensive SEN industry.

Throughout this book, I argue that an inclusive turn is more likely in con-
texts where there is a culture of collaboration that encourages and supports 
problem-solving. This involves those within a particular context in working 
together to address barriers to education experienced by some learners. It also 
necessitates supportive relationships between teachers, learners, families and 
others involved in the lives of young people.

A sequel

This book should be seen as a sequel to Understanding the Development of In-
clusive Schools, which was published 25 years ago. In writing that earlier book, 
my aim was to stimulate and challenge those concerned with school effective-
ness and improvement to consider how far their work really has taken account 
of the learning of all children. At the same time, I set out to challenge those 
involved in the field of special education to reconsider their roles in the light 
of this different perspective.
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The ideas that I explored and the suggestions I made in that earlier book 
were, at the time, radical. They arose as a result of reflections on experience 
of working with teachers and schools over previous years, in the United 
Kingdom and overseas. In particular they had arisen from my involvement in 
two large-scale projects. The first of these was a school improvement project, 
Improving the Quality of Education for All (IQEA), which involved a small 
team of university academics collaborating with English schools during what 
proved to be an unprecedented period of national educational reform. The 
experiences of this project led us to rethink many of our assumptions as to 
how school improvement can be achieved, noting in particular the way local 
histories and circumstances bear upon the improvement efforts of individual 
schools (Hopkins, Ainscow and West 1994).

The second project was a UNESCO teacher education initiative to do with 
the development of more integrated forms of schooling. This project, called 
Special Needs in the Classroom, originally involved research in eight countries 
(i.e. Canada, Chile, India, Jordan, Kenya, Malta, Spain and Zimbabwe) and 
subsequently led to dissemination activities of various kinds in over 50 coun-
tries (Ainscow 1994).

During the early phases of the UNESCO project, it was assumed that 
materials and methods would be developed that could be distributed in a 
straightforward way for use in different parts of the world. Gradually those of 
us leading the project came to realise, as others involved in international de-
velopment activities in education had done (e.g. Fuller and Clark 1994), that 
schooling is so closely tied to local conditions and cultures that the importa-
tion of practices from elsewhere is fraught with difficulties. In other words, 
learning from other people – particularly those who live their lives in faraway 
places – is by no means straightforward!

The experiences of these two initiatives had major implications for the de-
velopment of the thinking and practice I described in the 1999 book. In par-
ticular, they led me to reflect on how we can develop understandings that will 
be useful in encouraging the development of schools that will be successful in 
fostering the participation and learning of all students within a community. 
This pointed to questions such as: how do we make use of the diversity of 
experience and knowledge that exists within any given context to support the 
improvement of educational arrangements? At the same time, how can we 
learn from the experiences of others in ways that can support the development 
of practice? If so, what is the nature of the learning that might occur?

Learning from differences

In addressing these questions, the 1999 book reflected on my own experiences 
of working alongside practitioners to illustrate ways in which an engagement 
with differences can stimulate new thinking about the issue of reaching out to 
all learners. Throughout the text, I used examples based on observations made 
in schools and classrooms in various parts of the world in order to show how 
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such experiences had stimulated a reconsideration of my thinking about prac-
tice in my own country. This led me to argue that the power of comparison for 
the development of practice comes not from lifting approaches and moving 
them from place to place but from using the stimulus of more exotic envi-
ronments to reconsider thinking and practice in familiar settings (Delamont 
1992). It is about making what is strange familiar and what is familiar strange, 
as when seeing your own town in a new light when showing a visitor round. 
Features that are normally ignored become clearer, possibilities that have been 
overlooked are reconsidered and things that have become taken for granted 
are subject to new scrutiny.

The shifts in my thinking that took place as a result of these two projects 
involved a reconceptualisation of how some children come to be marginalised 
within or even excluded from schools. This shift drew attention to many possi-
bilities for the development of schools that might easily have been overlooked. 
It also helped me to realise that a concern with local context has to be at the 
heart of any development activities, whether these are concerned with class-
rooms, schools or overall education systems.

In this way I also became aware of the importance of existing practice as the 
essential starting point for our efforts. Indeed, as my colleagues and I looked 
more closely at what was going on in the classrooms in which we worked, 
we realised that very often much of the expertise that was needed in order to 
reach out to all learners was already there. As a result, the strategy becomes 
less about importing ideas from elsewhere and more to do with finding ways 
of making better use of local knowledge. Put simply, our experience is that 
schools know more than they use! Therefore, the task becomes essentially one 
of helping teachers, and those supporting them, to analyse their own practices 
as a basis for collaboration and experimentation.

Definitions

In Understanding the Development of Inclusive Schools, I argued that the 
agenda of educational improvement should be concerned with overcoming 
contextual barriers that may be experienced by any student. However, the 
tendency at the time was (and still is today) to think of inclusive education as 
being concerned only with students with disabilities and others categorised as 
having special educational needs. Furthermore, inclusion is often seen as simply 
involving the movement of students from special to mainstream contexts, with 
the implication that they are included once they are there.

In contrast, I see inclusion as a never-ending process, rather than a simple 
change of state, and as dependent on continuous pedagogical and organisa-
tional developments within mainstream schools. The implication is that every 
school is inclusive to some extent and that all schools have to continue a never-
ending process of finding ways of reaching new students who bring with them 
new challenges.
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In taking this thinking forward, it is important to emphasise the positive 
benefits of inclusion for parents and children rather than seeing inclusion 
as an ideological principle to be accepted as an article of faith. Specifically, 
it is helpful to emphasise the distinction between needs, rights and oppor-
tunities. All children have needs (e.g. for appropriate teaching), but they 
also have the right to participate fully in a common social institution (a lo-
cal mainstream school) that offers a range of opportunities for them. The 
current system in many countries often forces parents to choose between 
ensuring that their child’s needs are met (which often implies placement in 
special provision of some form) and ensuring that they have the same rights 
and opportunities as other children (which implies mainstream school place-
ment). The aim therefore should be to create a system where these choices 
become unnecessary.

A narrow view of inclusion has particularly limited validity in economi-
cally poorer nations, though, as I show in later chapters, experiences in such 
countries may cause reflection on the appropriate focus of policy in wealthier 
countries. It is clear that in any country, a lack of facilities, the need for cur-
riculum reform, insufficient or inappropriate teacher education, poor school 
attendance, problems of family poverty, cultural dislocation, the conditions 
giving rise to street children, problems of disease and differences between the 
language of instruction and the home language may be as important as issues 
of disability in affecting participation in schools.

All of this moves the issue of inclusion to the centre of discussions about the 
improvement of schooling. Rather than being a somewhat marginal theme, 
concerned with how a relatively small group of students might be attached to 
mainstream schools, it lays the foundations for an approach that can lead to 
the transformation of the system itself. Of course, none of this is easy, not least 
in that it requires the active support of everybody involved in the business of 
schooling, some of whom may be reluctant to address the challenges that I 
present.

In this respect my work has a particular message for those, like me, who 
have previously made their careers in the special education field. We have  
to be clear about our purposes and self-critical about the approaches we use. 
Too often our contributions have unintentionally acted as barriers to the  
development of more inclusive forms of schooling.

Ingredients

Bearing these concerns in mind, my 1999 book went on to explain how an 
engagement with less familiar contexts can stimulate a process of critical reflec-
tion, thus enabling previous experiences to be reconsidered and new possibili-
ties for improvement to be recognised. In my own case this drew attention to 
a series of propositions that have continued to guide my school improvement 
efforts.
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To be clear, these ideas do not represent a recipe that can be lifted and ap-
plied in any context. Rather they should be seen as a series of ingredients that 
can guide the development of schools in order that they can become more 
effective in reaching out to all learners.

I went on to explain these ingredients as follows:

Ingredient 1. Use existing practices and knowledge as 
starting points for development

It took me a long time to appreciate that existing practice represents the 
best starting point for development activities, not least because of my pre-
vious experience and training in the field of special education. Specifically, 
it took me many years to recognise that the ways in which earlier attempts 
to develop integrated arrangements for students defined as having special 
needs had often, unintentionally, undermined our efforts. As we tried to 
integrate such students into mainstream schools, we imported practices 
derived from earlier experience in special provision. What we learned was 
that many of these approaches were simply not feasible in primary and 
secondary schools. At the same time, their use tended to encourage new 
forms of segregation, albeit within mainstream school settings.

Here, I am thinking in particular of the individualised responses based 
on assessments and programmes of support for individuals of the sort 
that have been the predominant orientation within the special education 
world. For many years this was very much the orientation that shaped 
my own work (e.g. Ainscow and Muncey 1989; Ainscow and Tweddle 
1979, 1984). Gradually, however, experience taught me that such ap-
proaches do not fit with the ways in which mainstream teachers plan and 
go about their work. For all sorts of sensible and understandable reasons, 
the planning frame of such teachers has to be that of the whole class. 
Apart from any other considerations, the sheer numbers of children in 
the class and the intensity of the teacher’s day make this inevitable.

Consequently, when integration efforts are dependent upon the im-
portation of practices from special education, they usually lead to dif-
ficulties. Indeed, they are likely to involve yet new forms of segregation, 
albeit within mainstream settings (Fulcher 1989), through the use of 
what Slee (1996) calls dividing practices. For example, in some coun-
tries, we have seen the proliferation of often untrained classroom as-
sistants who work with some of the most vulnerable children and their 
individual programmes in mainstream schools. When such support is 
withdrawn, teachers feel that they can no longer cope. Meanwhile, the 
legal requirement for individualised education plans in some countries 
has encouraged colleagues in schools to feel that even more children will 
require such responses, thus creating massive budget problems.
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The gradual recognition that schools for all will not be achieved by 
transplanting special education thinking and practice into mainstream 
contexts opened my mind to new possibilities that I had previously failed 
to recognise. Many of these relate to the need to move away from the 
individualised planning frame, referred to above, to a perspective that 
emphasises a concern for and an engagement with the whole class. Thus, 
as an Italian teacher explained many years ago, what is needed are strate-
gies that personalise rather than individualise learning.

In the 1999 book I argued that an understanding of what these strat-
egies might involve can be gained from the study of practice, particularly 
the practice of class teachers in primary schools and subject teachers 
in secondary schools. As my awareness of the value of such studies de-
veloped, so my interest in observing and trying to understand practice 
grew. This led me to argue that a scrutiny of the practice of what we 
sometimes call ordinary teachers provides the best starting point for un-
derstanding how classrooms can be made more inclusive.

Ingredient 2. See difference as opportunities for learning 
rather than problems to be fixed

In Understanding the Development of Inclusive Schools, I argued that at-
tempts to reach out to all learners will be influenced by the ways in which 
student differences are perceived. At the risk of oversimplifying what 
is undoubtedly a complicated issue, I suggested two possibilities. On 
the one hand differences may be seen in a normative way. This means 
that students are defined in terms of certain taken-for-granted criteria 
of normality, against which some come to be seen as being abnormal. 
Within such an orientation those who do not fit into existing arrange-
ments are seen as needing attention elsewhere or, at least, assimilation 
into the status quo. Alternatively, perceptions may be guided by a view 
that all students are unique, with their own experiences, interests and 
aptitudes. Associated with this second, transformative orientation is a 
belief that schools have to be developed in ways that can take advantage 
of this diversity which is, therefore, seen as a stimulus for learning and 
development.

Here some of the traditional practices of many Western countries, in-
cluding my own, have discouraged movement towards a transformative 
approach. Specifically, the tradition has been to perceive some students’ 
differences as requiring a technical response of some kind (Heshusius 
1989; Iano 1986). This leads to a concern with finding the right re-
sponse, i.e. different teaching methods or materials for students who 
do not respond to existing arrangements. Implicit in this formulation 
is a view that schools are rational organisations offering an appropriate 
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range of opportunities, that those students who experience difficulties 
do so because of their limitations or disadvantages and that they, there-
fore, are in need of some form of special intervention (Skrtic 1991). It 
is my argument that through such assumptions, leading to a search for 
effective responses to those children perceived as being different, vast 
opportunities for developments in practice and improvements in schools 
are overlooked.

I accept, of course, that it is important to identify useful and prom-
ising strategies. However, I believe that it is erroneous to assume that 
systematic replication of particular methods in themselves will generate 
successful learning, especially when we are considering populations that 
historically have been marginalised or even excluded from schools. This 
led me to argue that an emphasis on a search for quick-fix methods often 
serves to obscure attention from more significant questions such as, why 
do we fail to teach some students successfully?

Consequently, I argued that it is necessary to shift away from a nar-
row and mechanistic view of teaching to one that is broader in scope and 
takes into account wider contextual factors. In particular it is important 
to resist the temptation of what Bartolome (1994) refers to as the meth-
ods fetish in order to create learning environments that are informed by 
both action and reflection. In this way, by freeing themselves from the 
uncritical adoption of so-called effective strategies, teachers can begin 
the reflective process that will allow them to recreate and reinvent teach-
ing methods and materials, taking into account contextual realities that 
can either limit or expand possibilities for improvements in learning.

It is important to remember, too, that schools, like other social in-
stitutions, are influenced by perceptions of socioeconomic status, race, 
language and gender. This being the case, I argued that it is essential 
to question how such perceptions influence classroom interactions. In 
this way the emphasis on methods must be broadened to reveal deeply 
entrenched deficit views of difference, which define certain types of stu-
dents as lacking something (Trent, Artiles and Englert 1998). Specifi-
cally, we have to be vigilant in scrutinising how such deficit assumptions 
may be influencing perceptions of certain students.

Teaching methods are neither devised nor implemented in a vacuum. 
Design, selection and use of particular teaching approaches and strate-
gies arise from perceptions about learning and learners. In this respect 
even the most pedagogically advanced methods are likely to be ineffec-
tive in the hands of those who implicitly or explicitly subscribe to a belief 
system that regards some students, at best, as disadvantaged and in need 
of fixing, or, worse, as deficient and, therefore, beyond fixing.

This so-called deficit model has been subject to massive criticism over 
many years (e.g. Ballard 1997; Dyson 1990; Fulcher 1989; Oliver 1988; 
Trent, Artiles and Englert 1998). This has helped to encourage a shift 
of thinking that moves explanations of educational failure away from 
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a concentration on the characteristics of individual children and their 
families towards a consideration of the process of schooling. However, 
despite good intentions deficit thinking is still deeply ingrained and too 
often leads many to believe that some students have to be dealt with in a 
separate way. In a sense it confirms the view that some students are them 
rather than part of us (Booth and Ainscow 1998).

This further encourages the marginalisation of some students, whilst 
at the same time distracting attention away from the possibility that their 
presence can help to stimulate the development of practices that might 
well benefit all students. In other words, I argued, those who do not re-
spond to existing arrangements should be regarded as hidden voices who, 
under certain conditions, can encourage the improvement of schools. In 
this way, differences can be seen as opportunities for learning rather than 
as problems to be fixed.

Ingredient 3. Scrutinise barriers to student participation

The approach to inclusion that I suggested in my 1999 book involves 
a process of increasing the participation of students in, and reducing their 
exclusion from, school curricula, cultures and communities. In this way 
the notions of inclusion and exclusion are linked together because the 
process of increasing participation of students entails the reduction of 
pressures to exclude. This link also encourages us to look at the various 
constellations of pressures acting on different groups of students and 
acting on the same students from different sources.

For these reasons, I suggested that yet another starting point for the 
development of practice within a school has to be with a close scrutiny 
of how existing practices and organisational arrangements may be acting 
as barriers to the presence, participation and learning of some learners. 
This means that attention has to be given to helping practitioners to 
develop a reflective attitude to their work such that they are continu-
ally encouraged to explore ways of overcoming such contextual barriers. 
With this in mind, the approaches discussed in my earlier book placed 
considerable emphasis on the need to observe the process of schooling 
and to listen carefully to the views of those involved.

In adopting this same perspective in the chapters that follow, many 
illustrations of what form this can take are provided, as well as examples 
of methods for analysing contexts that have been found to be helpful. 
As I will explain, all of this is part of a form of action research that I call 
collaborative inquiry, a phrase that I adopted from the work of other 
scholars (i.e. Reason and Bradbury 2001).
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Ingredient 4. Make effective use of available resources  
to support learning

I explained in my earlier book that a feature of lessons that seem to be ef-
fective in encouraging student participation is the way available resources, 
particularly human resources, are used to support learning. In particular, 
I emphasised the importance of a range of resources that is available in all 
classrooms and yet is often poorly used – that of the students themselves.

Within any classroom the students represent a rich source of experi-
ences, inspiration, challenge and support which, if utilised, can inject an 
enormous supply of additional energy into the tasks and activities that 
are set. However, all of this is dependent upon the skills of the teacher in 
harnessing this energy. This is, in part, a matter of attitude, depending 
upon a recognition that students have the capacity to contribute to one 
another’s learning, recognising also that, in fact, learning is to a large 
degree a social process.

This thinking can help teachers to develop the skills necessary to or-
ganise classrooms that encourage this social process of learning. Here we 
can learn much from some of the economically poorer countries of the 
South, where limitations of resources have sometimes led to a recogni-
tion of the potential of peer power, through the development of child-to-
child programmes (Hawes 1988). Meanwhile, in Western countries, the 
idea of cooperative group work has led to the development of teaching 
specifications that have enormous potential to create richer learning en-
vironments (e.g. Johnson and Johnson 1989).

Ingredient 5. Develop a language of practice amongst 
teachers

Much of the earlier work with schools that I described in my 1999 
book involved attempts to strengthen the capacity of schools to handle 
change. This led me to look closely at schools where improvement ef-
forts had led to changes in practice to see what lessons might be learned 
from their experiences.

In stating that, however, I was not suggesting that our engagement 
with such a school would help to devise blueprints that can point the 
way forward for all schools. What I have learnt as a result of many years 
of working in schools to support the introduction of a variety of innova-
tions is that they are complex and idiosyncratic places. What seems to 
help development in one school may have no impact or even a negative 
effect in another.
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So, whilst we can, I believe, learn through vicarious experiences, this 
learning has to be respected for its own qualities. Essentially it is a form 
of learning that provides a stimulus to reflect on existing experience and 
current understandings rather than a means of providing prescriptions 
that can be transposed to other environments. Consistent with this view, 
throughout the chapters that follow, I provide many examples of class-
room encounters and school processes that have provided me with such 
a stimulus.

Ingredient 6. Create conditions in schools that 
encourage a degree of risk-taking

My interest in studying practice took me beyond just a consideration of 
the work of individual teachers. Much of my early research convinced 
me of the importance of the school context in creating a climate within 
which more effective practices can be developed. The nature of such 
positive contexts can take many forms, and, therefore, attempts at gen-
eralisations are very difficult. Nevertheless, my monitoring of develop-
ments in particular schools, over time, suggests certain patterns that are 
at least worthy of consideration.

In particular, these experiences led me to define a series of organisa-
tional conditions that seem to facilitate the risk-taking that seems to be 
associated with movements towards more inclusive practices. More spe-
cifically they indicate that such movement is not about making marginal 
adjustments to existing arrangements but rather about asking funda-
mental questions about the way the organisation is currently structured, 
focusing on aspects such as patterns of leadership, processes of planning 
and policies for staff development. In this way the development of in-
clusive schools comes to be seen as a process of school improvement 
(Ainscow 1995).

My impression is that when schools are successful in moving their 
practice forward, this tends to have a more general impact on how teach-
ers perceive themselves and their work. In this way a school begins to 
take on some of the features of what Senge (1989) calls a learning organ-
isation, i.e. an organisation that is continually expanding its capacity to 
create its future (p. 14). Or, to borrow a useful phrase from Rosenholtz 
(1989), it becomes a moving school, one that is continually seeking to 
develop and refine its responses to the challenges it meets.

I argued that, as schools move in such directions, the cultural changes 
that occur can also impact on the ways in which teachers perceive students 
in their classes whose progress is a matter of concern. What may happen is 
that as the overall climate in a school improves, such children are gradually 
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seen in a more positive light. Rather than simply presenting problems that 
have to be overcome or, possibly, referred elsewhere for separate atten-
tion, such students may be perceived as providing feedback on existing 
classroom arrangements. Indeed, they may be seen as sources of under-
standing as to how these arrangements might be improved in ways that 
would be of benefit to all students. If this is the case, as I have already 
suggested, the children sometimes referred to as having special needs rep-
resent hidden voices that could inform and guide improvement activities 
in the future. In this sense, as my colleague Susan Hart suggested, special 
needs are special in that they provide insights into possibilities for devel-
opment that might otherwise pass unnoticed (Hart 1992).

It is important to recognise, of course, that the cultural changes nec-
essary to achieve schools that are able to hear and respond to the hidden 
voices are in many cases a profound one. Traditional school cultures, 
supported by rigid organisational arrangements, teacher isolation and 
high levels of specialisms amongst staff who are geared to predetermined 
tasks, are often in trouble when faced with unexpected circumstances. 
On the other hand, the presence of children who are not suited to the 
existing menu of the school provides some encouragement to explore 
a more collegiate culture within which teachers are supported in ex-
perimenting with new teaching responses. In this way problem-solving 
activities may gradually become the reality-defining, taken-for-granted 
functions that are the culture of the inclusive school, i.e. a school that is 
attempting to reach out to all students in the community.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have summarised the ideas that I presented in my 1999 book, 
Understanding the Development of Inclusive Schools, as overlapping and inter-
connected by the idea that attempts to reach out to all learners within a school 
have to include the adults as well as the students. I argue that schools make 
progress towards more inclusive arrangements through a process of growth 
that leads to the development of conditions within which every member of the 
school community is encouraged to be a learner.

Twenty-five years later, the approaches to the promotion of inclusive 
schools recommended in this book build on and take forward these same 
ideas. As such, they are less about the introduction of particular techniques, 
or new organisational arrangements, and much more about processes of social 
learning within particular contexts.

I argue that the use of evidence as a means of stimulating experimentation 
and collaboration should be seen as a central strategy. As Copland (2003) sug-
gests, inquiry can be the engine to enable the distribution of leadership that is 
needed in order to foster participation in learning and the glue that can bind a 
community together around a common purpose.
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All of this has major implications for leadership practice within schools and 
across education systems. In particular, it calls for efforts to encourage coor-
dinated and sustained efforts around the idea that changing outcomes for vul-
nerable groups of students is unlikely to be achieved unless there are changes 
in the thinking of adults. Consequently, the starting point must be with policy 
makers and practitioners: in effect, enlarging their capacity to imagine what 
might be achieved and increasing their sense of accountability for bringing 
this about. This may also involve tackling taken-for-granted assumptions, most 
often relating to expectations about certain groups of students, their capabili-
ties and behaviours.

Chapter summaries

The chapters that follow explore the implications of this thinking for policy 
and practice in the field. In summary, they are as follows:

Chapter 2, Searching for pathways, presents a radical challenge to thinking 
in the field regarding the idea of inclusive education. Contrasting this with 
the predominant approach – that of serving children with disabilities within 
general education settings – it is argued that the aim of inclusive education 
must be to eliminate social exclusion that is a consequence of attitudes and 
responses to diversity in race, social class, ethnicity, religion, gender and abil-
ity. As such, it represents a major challenge to existing thinking regarding the 
development of education systems. A roadmap for promoting an inclusive 
dialogue within schools is provided by the Index for Inclusion, a review in-
strument developed originally for use in England but now available in many 
countries. The chapter goes on to describe the changes that have occurred 
with regard to global thinking since 1990. In so doing, it indicates the ways 
in which my ideas have influenced these international policy moves. I then 
go on to describe a series of studies carried out since the publication of my 
1999 book that inform the rationale presented in subsequent chapters. All of 
these studies involved groups of university researchers in supporting, record-
ing and analysing collaborative inquiries as they occurred in project schools.

Chapter 3, Developing schools for all, explains my attempts to contrib-
ute directly to thinking and practice in relation to inclusive developments 
in schools. For many years I have worked closely with educational practi-
tioners, in my own country and overseas, as they have attempted to move 
towards more inclusive ways of working. Acting as a critical friend, I see 
my task as helping them to learn from their experiences and, in so doing, 
to point to patterns and examples of practice that might be instructive to 
others who are addressing similar agendas. In this sense my aim is not to 
propose recipes that can be applied universally but rather to suggest in-
gredients that might be worthy of further consideration within particular 
contexts. In this chapter I use examples from the field in order to explain 
the nature and potential of this approach.
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Chapter 4, Promoting inclusive practices, explores how partnerships be-
tween practitioners and researchers can facilitate developments in practice. 
This involves an engagement with evidence generated through a range of 
methods, much of which involve listening to the voices of those involved 
in processes of education, particularly the views of students. I argue that 
such evidence can make the familiar unfamiliar in ways that challenge as-
sumptions, encourage the sharing of ideas and stimulate joint efforts to 
develop more inclusive practices. However, none of this provides a simple 
way forward. To gain the potential benefits, it is necessary to address the 
challenges involved in using processes of collaborative inquiry within the 
busy contexts of schools and in contexts where many other barriers exist.

In Chapter 5, Using collaborative inquiry, I provide practical guidance on 
methods for promoting inclusive developments in schools. It is important 
to stress that this guidance does not take the form of a blueprint to be fol-
lowed rigidly. Rather, it is intended to be adapted by those leading develop-
ments in particular contexts. Examples are used to illustrate how different 
forms of evidence can be used to identify and address barriers experienced 
by learners. Particular emphasis is placed on the importance of observation 
and engaging with the views of learners. The implications for relationships 
are also examined, including the roles of those who have leadership tasks.

Chapter 6, Leading inclusive school development, stresses the importance 
of contextual factors in helping to promote inclusive thinking and prac-
tices. In particular, it focuses on the importance of the deeper levels of 
basic assumptions and beliefs that are shared by members of an organisa-
tion, operating unconsciously to define how they view themselves and their 
working contexts. I argue that progress in relation to inclusion depends on 
the extent to which these values include the acceptance and celebration of 
difference, and a commitment to offering educational opportunities to all 
students, coupled with the extent to which they are shared across a school 
staff. Guidance is provided as to how relevant leadership practices can be 
developed.

Widening the agenda, Chapter 7, Changing education systems, argues that 
the extent to which schools can move in an inclusive direction is much 
influenced by external factors, not least those associated with national poli-
cies as they are implemented at the local area level. With this in mind, the 
chapter uses experience of working with policy makers in attempts to move 
thinking and practice forward in relation to inclusion in schools. Reflecting 
on these experiences, the chapter suggests a series of propositions that can 
be used to promote equity more widely across education systems in ways 
that will facilitate the development of inclusive schools. The sorts of fac-
tors that make it difficult to implement these ideas are explained, including 
the current emphasis on the so-called what works approach to educational 
improvement.

Chapter 8, Addressing barriers, looks more closely at the concerns raised 
in the previous chapter about the difficulties involved in the introduction 
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of efforts to promote inclusion and equity within education systems. Using 
examples from England, Wales, Cyprus, Uruguay and Scotland, it suggests 
that there are many sources of inequity in education, related to political, 
economic, social, cultural and institutional factors, and that these factors 
vary both within and across countries. This means that whilst lessons can 
undoubtedly be learned from the accounts provided, they must be inter-
preted and applied with care. Reflecting on these experiences, the chapter 
explains that barriers facing students can arise from pressures on schools 
created by national policies, assessment and accountability measures. In ad-
dition, the attitudes and actions of practitioners in the light of these factors 
sometimes act as further barriers to the presence, participation and achieve-
ments of learners.

Chapter 9, Facing new challenges, focuses on new developments that are in-
fluencing education policies in various countries. To illustrate the possibili-
ties and challenges that these create, the chapter focuses on developments 
in England, where recent years have seen efforts by successive governments 
to improve the education system. These have involved an increased empha-
sis on the idea of allowing schools greater autonomy within a policy context 
based on market forces as the main improvement strategy. This approach 
to educational development is a growing international trend that has major 
implications for the promotion of equity. It is argued that, whilst school 
autonomy can be a positive force, it requires coordination at the local level 
and the introduction of accountability arrangements that provide space for 
experimentation as well as resources to promote the professional develop-
ment of teachers.

Finally, Chapter 10, Reaching out to all learners, reflects further on what I 
have learnt over the last 25 years about how to develop inclusive schools. 
Keeping in mind the importance of context when thinking about educa-
tional developments, this leads me to focus on finding local pathways that 
help identify and addressing barriers that are limiting the presence, progress 
and achievement of learners. As I argue throughout this book, this requires 
a collective will amongst stakeholders, using evidence to stimulate and guide 
their efforts. With this in mind, I reflect on national developments in the 
Netherlands and Portugal, each of which presents interesting and instruc-
tive patterns of development. Reflecting on these experiences, and others 
described throughout the book, the chapter provides a guiding framework 
that can be used to identify pathways that can help promote inclusion and 
equity within particular education systems. The chapter concludes by con-
sidering the implications for the roles of research and researchers in helping 
to move thinking and practice forward.

Telling stories

Throughout the chapters that follow, stories from the field are told to illus-
trate the arguments being developed. These accounts reflect the importance 



16 Taking an inclusive turn

of explicitly articulating and sharing what Warren, Park and Tieken (2016, 
p. 252) call our stories of self – stories that articulate the deeply embedded values 
that shape our identities and purpose as researchers.

At the same time, the stories are influenced by a narrative inquiry method-
ology (Clandinin 2019), in that they are intended to provide readers with a 
sense of what it is like for those in the field who become involved in attempts 
to engage with evidence to stimulate improvements in practice and policy. In 
this way, I have it in mind to make the familiar unfamiliar, not least by provid-
ing accounts from across different national contexts.

The stories take two forms:

• Vignettes – these shorter anecdotes are used to illustrate the arguments 
developed in the text and

• Accounts of practice – these longer examples are intended to provide 
readers with a richer sense of the circumstances and events being described.

Many of the examples I provide took place in the United Kingdom. When 
they come from other parts of the world, this is made clear.

In considering these examples it is important to take account of the cir-
cumstances in which they take place. As I stress throughout this book, as far as 
educational developments are concerned, contexts matter. With this in mind, 
I am concerned to avoid the mistake made by some commentators who, in 
seeking to present arguments that have global significance, fall into the trap of 
oversimplifying educational processes and practices by ignoring problems of 
interpretation and translation. At the same time, I am conscious that, as a visi-
tor to these contexts, my own understandings are always partial and, in some 
instances, may even be mistaken.


