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Abstract
Since the Declaration of Salamanca and the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities, we have moved to an inclusive paradigm with regard 
to school. Mainstream schooling has become the rule. Thus, teachers in regular 
classes must work with all students, including those with special educational 
needs. It is not easy; many teachers face dilemmas in accommodating all types 
of students in the same classroom. This conceptual paper proposes a frame-
work based on Mezirow’s transformative learning for understanding the 
transformations in teacher pedagogy needed to work in an inclusive school. It 
can be used as a basis for developing training mechanisms to support teachers 
in their transformation to work in an inclusive school.
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The Inclusive School Paradigm

The Salamanca Statement was ratified by 92 countries in 1994. This declaration 
marks a turning point with policies promoting inclusive education that gives the 
best possible education to all students, including those with special educational 
needs (UNESCO, 1994). According to General Comment 4 of the Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations Committee on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities, 2016), inclusion requires reforming school systems, 
which involves changes regarding content, teaching methods, and strategies in 
education to overcome barriers. Inclusion is certainly a theoretical concept and 
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requires a pragmatic effort to implement a school’s political ideal for all. It requires 
a paradigm shift in both special education and general education (Tetler, 2015), 
which impacts the work of teachers. Teachers must recognise that part of their job 
is to respond to the diversity of all students in their classroom, including those 
with special educational needs (Rose & Howley, 2007). Also, they must have the 
knowledge and skills to implement inclusive education that meets the needs of all 
students, with and without disabilities (Carter & Abawi, 2018; Dally et al., 2019).

Yet, the dominant special education paradigm resists inclusion paradigms (Bal-
lard, 2018). Authors then call for a paradigm shift in teacher education by ensuring 
that inclusive education theory is strongly linked to teacher practice (Forlin, 2010).

Teachers and the Inclusive School

Many teachers believe that including students with special educational needs, 
including those with disabilities, is, in principle, possible (Mitchell, 2015). However, 
teachers need to develop and receive adequate support in and out of the classroom 
to successfully conduct inclusive pedagogy. It could lead these teachers to have 
positive attitudes toward inclusion (Tiwari et al., 2015). Romi and Leyser (1996) 
showed that teachers’ positive attitudes toward including students with special 
educational needs depend on many parameters. From the outset, pre-service 
training is essential to building teachers’ skills and enabling them to positively 
affect school inclusion (Lambe & Bones, 2006). On the other hand, when teachers 
have not had training regarding inclusive education, it is difficult for them to meet 
the needs of students with disabilities (Coombs-Richardson, & Mead, 2011). Some 
teachers believe that these students will negatively influence other students in the 
classroom (Lopes et al., 2004). Many regular classroom teachers feel that they do 
not have enough skills to teach students with disabilities and that it is up to the 
special education teachers to do so (Tiwari et al., 2015). Teachers with a sense of 
low self-efficacy use inadequate teaching strategies (Gibson & Dembo, 1984). Yet, 
research shows that many teachers have not been adequately trained on student 
diversity (Florian & Becirevic, 2011), which is very problematic. Teachers would 
feel ready to work in a school with inclusive education if given appropriate support 
and training (Garner, 1996; Rose, 2001). Moreover, links exist between taking 
courses regarding inclusive education and positive attitudes toward inclusion 
(Boyle et al., 2013).

Studies have shown that many pre-service teachers hold negative or neutral 
beliefs about inclusive education (Civitillo et al., 2016; Costello & Boyle, 2013). 



131Transforming to Teach in an Inclusive Paradigm

Beginning teachers often lack knowledge of strategies regarding students with 
special educational needs and thus need professional coaching to improve their 
teaching skills and practices (Loreman, 2014; Pearce et al., 2010; Sharma & 
Sokal, 2015).

Research has shown that teachers’ perceptions of school inclusion vary by type 
of disability (de Boer et al., 2011; MacFarlane & Woolfson, 2013; Wood et al., 2014). 
Teachers find managing challenging behaviours one of the most difficult aspects 
of school inclusion (Eckstein et al., 2016; Leidig & Pössinger, 2017). Yet, studies of 
students with special educational needs show that they exhibit more challenging 
behaviours than other students (Mand, 2007). While teachers’ attitudes may or 
may not support the inclusion of students with disabilities (Lifshitz et al., 2004), 
these attitudes depend on the severity of the disability (De Boer et al., 2011).

As attitudes towards students with special educational needs can affect the 
educational situation, regardless of the supports put in place (Norwich, 2012), it 
is important to help teachers implement an inclusive education to allow for the 
social well-being of all students. Also, according to some authors, any negative 
teacher attitudes should be addressed in training to combat them (Sharma et 
al., 2016). However, as we have seen previously, teachers are not closed a priori 
to implementing an inclusive pedagogy. However, they face many dilemmas in 
practice (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011). So, what are these dilemmas?

Dilemmas and Inclusive Education

For Wanlin (2011), dilemmas are, in education, cognitive or affective situations 
encountered by the teacher in which contradictory elements are put in tension. For 
other authors, teachers are also faced with ethical dilemmas. For example, should 
they promote equality or positive discrimination (Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2009)? 
Should we have a common or differentiated curriculum? (Judge, 1981)

A. Berlak and H. Berlak (1981) highlight various dilemmas encountered in 
education that are very much in line with the issues of teaching students with 
special educational needs, such as whether it is more relevant to teach all students 
in the same way or to differentiate according to students’ specificities.

Studies of teachers’ perceptions of inclusion (Croll & Moses, 2000; Norwich, 
1993) show ambivalence and dilemmas about inclusion. Research findings show 
that teachers support the idea of inclusion as an ideal, but when it comes to con-
sidering inclusion at the level of practice, the view is different and much more 
reserved. In learning disabilities, Ho (2004) looks at the benefits of identifying or 
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not identifying a young person with a learning disability and the consequences of 
doing so. For other researchers conducting studies of beginning teachers (Talan-
quer et al., 2007), dilemmas are related to teachers’ beliefs and examining them can 
help raise awareness, reinforce or change these beliefs.

The Conceptual Framework of Transformative Learning

To teach in an inclusive paradigm, teachers need to shift their paradigm from 
one in which special education is responsible for students with disabilities. There-
fore, for these teachers, it is not just a matter of learning new knowledge but of 
profound transformation.

The conceptual framework I propose to address as a basis for training teachers 
who must work in an inclusive school is Mezirow’s (2000) transformative learning 
framework. In this framework, dilemmas play an important role in training when 
a new paradigm is to be adopted.

Mezirow’s transformative learning is a process of evolving the meaning attrib-
uted to one’s experience. Our expectations about the world related to our culture 
and upbringing can be changed through transformative learning. According to 
Mezirow, perspectives of meaning are filters that organise our perceptions and 
concepts, limiting and distorting our ways of perceiving, understanding, feeling, 
and learning. This concept can be related to the concept of paradigm. Both describe 
something buried, something hidden that is the basis of a worldview. According 
to Mezirow, the paradigm is like a perspective of meaning with a theoretical basis 
that is related and collectively maintained (2000). Thus, one can consider the 
perspective of meaning as a personal paradigm, a self-paradigm, which would be, 
for an individual, the result of the determinations of several paradigms. And vice 
versa, a paradigm in the sense of Morin (1995) would be born from agglomera-
tions of individual perspectives of meaning.

As far as the inclusive school is concerned, we can see that the link between 
perspectives of meaning and paradigm is important because one of the chal-
lenges of the schooling of disabled pupils is to move towards an inclusive 
paradigm. Now, the possible transformation of the perspectives of meaning, for 
example, in a training framework, gives the possibility of moving to the inclusion 
paradigm.
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Transforming Perspectives of Meaning to Fit Within the Inclusive 
School Paradigm

The conceptual framework of formative learning has not yet been used in the 
context of teachers and inclusive schooling, and I will now show its appropriateness.

For Mezirow, the transformation of meaning perspectives can be subdivided 
into ten phases (2000). I take up these ten phases and relate them to the transfor-
mation that must take place for a teacher working in an inclusive school.

1)  A disruptive dilemma.
The teacher has a student (or students) in his or her class who is far below 

the academic level of the others. What to do? The teacher encounters dilemmas. 
Should he teach him the same content as the others, knowing that he will have 
great difficulty? On the other hand, should he systematically give him content 
corresponding to his level and therefore independent of the content given to the 
other students in the class? But then, is there not a risk of widening the gap with 
the rest of the class and that he will be discriminated against?

2)  An examination of conscience accompanied by feelings of guilt and shame
Faced with these dilemmas, the teacher may be at a loss and not know what to 

do. He does not feel up to the situation. Without support, he may feel that he does 
not have the means to implement an inclusive pedagogy.

3)  Critical evaluation of epistemic, socio-cultural or psychological presump-
tions

Therefore, it seems essential to have support in order to try to question one-
self while maintaining a certain calm. This stage can be helped by a trainer or 
a resource teacher who will accompany the teacher. A teacher’s presumption could 
be: I am doing the planned programme, without any particular adaptation for this 
class to all the students, whoever they are. The teacher’s coach can help the teacher 
become aware of the different assumptions and see with him what problems these 
assumptions may cause for certain students.

4)  Recognition that the dissatisfaction experienced and the transformation 
process are shared and that others have negotiated an identical change

It may be interesting here to bring several teachers together, for example, in 
the context of an analysis of practice, to share the doubts and trials of each. In 
the group of teachers participating in the training, some may be ahead in the 
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transformation process, and they can tell their story of this transformation. How 
did they move from trying dilemmas to change that allows for classrooms in an 
inclusive school?

5)  Exploring the possibilities of new roles, relationships, and ways of acting
The teacher stuck in a dilemma has heard the stories of teachers who have trans-

formed themselves to work in an inclusive school. He can then draw inspiration 
from them to reconsider his teaching posture and new ways of acting to promote 
inclusion.

6)  Developing a course of action
Based on the stories that have inspired him, the teacher begins to construct his 

own identity as an inclusive teacher. He sets goals for himself, even if he does not 
yet have the means or strategies to achieve them.

7)   cquiring the knowledge and skills needed to implement his projects
To implement the new ideas in mind, he needs training and support to know 

what to do concretely. Examples of practices, particularly those validated by 
research, can give him the means and tools to carry out an inclusive pedagogy.

8)  Provisional trials and new roles
It is the time to implement new strategies in the classroom to ensure that no 

student is left out, whatever their special educational needs. Equipped with new 
teaching strategies seen in training, he tries to put them into practice, analysing 
what happens.

9)  Building the competence and confidence to take on new roles and relation-
ships

The scientific literature indicates that self-confidence is an essential element 
in assuming the role of an inclusive teacher and proposing appropriate teaching 
strategies (Gibson & Dembo, 1984). Here, the teacher can still be accompanied 
in the field by a trainer or an experienced professional who will give him or her 
the necessary confidence to assume the new professional posture of the inclusive 
teacher.

10)  Reclaiming one’s own life based on the conditions imposed by one’s new 
perspective is a new conception of the profession that the teacher has gradually 
built. To change professionally for an inclusive paradigm is to change one’s own 
perspectives of meaning and way of considering one’s profession as a teacher.
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Conclusion

Since the Salamanca declaration, reinforced by the convention on the rights 
of persons with disabilities, we are in the inclusive school paradigm. If teachers 
agree in principle with the spirit of the inclusive school, many dilemmas are 
encountered.

I have proposed Mezirow’s conceptualisation of transformations of meaning 
perspectives from dilemmas as a possible framework for training devices to enable 
teachers to overcome their dilemmas to truly become inclusive teachers.

This Mezirow-based model can lead to a  variety of training arrangements. 
A training that alternates moments of gathering in a training centre to exchange 
between teachers, moments of observation of the pedagogical practice by an 
experienced teacher or a trainer, followed by an exchange seems to be an adapted 
strategy to put the teacher’s professional development in the process of transfor-
mation.

It would be interesting to have empirical studies on training that take the theo-
retical model developed in this article as a support to see to what extent teachers 
manage to transform themselves and feel ready to work in an inclusive school. If 
the model is designed for teachers with some experience, it would be useful to see 
how it can, with some adjustments, support initial teacher training.
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