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CHAPTER 10

Towards an Identification of Critical Success
Factors for European Inclusive Education

Ljiljana Najev Catijn, Nikin Alfirevié, and Sanja Jurit

Abstract This chapter outlines a generalisable framework of critical suc-
cess factors (CSFs) for inclusive education. An initial model of inclusive
education and its implementation at multiple levels of the education sys-
tem is proposed at the beginning of the research process, based on previ-
ous studies and a qualitative analysis of inclusive education policies in
Croatia, Italy and Portugal. Existing qualitative data obtained from focus
groups of policy makers, inclusive education practitioners and school
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principals in the three countries are critically (re)examined by a group of
experts. In line with the grounded theory approach, the experts’ evalua-
tions are further used to identify new CSFs and propose a policy and
implementation framework for inclusive education at the levels of the edu-
cation system (macro), the school /education institution (mezzo) and the
classroom (micro level).

Keywords Inclusive education e Critical success factors ® Policy and
implementation framework ¢ Europe

INTRODUCTION

Inclusive education, when defined in terms of avoiding exclusion from the
regular school system and addressing the learning requirements of special
educational needs and/or disabilities, that is SEN(D) students, in regular
schools (Luciak & Biewer, 2011; Mitchell, 2007), consists of multiple
relevant dimensions. In this chapter, the authors adopt Mitchell’s (2015)
notion of inclusive education as a multi-faceted construct consisting of
nine areas which are (re)considered in order to identify the critical success
factors (CSFs) of inclusive education at its different levels. The objective
of this chapter is to propose an implementation framework for inclusive edu-
cation policy and practice based on empivically validated CSFs from previ-
ous qualitative research in Croatia, Italy and Portugal (Najev Ca&ija, Bilag,
& Dzingalasevic, 2019).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Our initial model is based on grouping Mitchell’s theoretical key areas
into three dimensions: (a) access to inclusive education (including an
adapted curviculum, assessment and teaching as educational components,
access as a physical factor and acceptance as a social one), (b) support for
inclusive education (consisting of support and resources key areas) and (c)
the development of inclusive education (comprising vision and leadership).
The development of inclusive education refers to previous studies of
vision and shared determination for inclusion (Ainscow, 2005; Mitchell,
2007, 2015) and high-quality leadership (Black & Simon, 2014; Mitchell,
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2015). Support for inclusive education incorporates different resources and
processes required to ensure successful and continuous access to inclusive
education. It is not based solely on peer and institutional support mecha-
nisms (Boyle, Topping, Jindal-Snape, & Norwich, 2012; Haug, 2017;
Valeo, 2008), but also refers to the role of leadership in evaluation, indi-
vidual teachers’ professional development, as well as structural change at
the school level (Bui, Quirk, Almazan, & Valenti, 2010). Access to inclusive
education goes beyond physical access to education facilities and the place-
ment of SEN(D) students in regular classes. It rather builds upon studies
on the adapted curriculum, teaching and assessment (Topping, 2012;
Westwood, 2004 ) which include actual problem solving in inclusive prac-
tice, as well as the structuring of a supportive social environment
(Mittler, 2012).

The key areas are viewed at three levels of the education system, as
identified by Kyriazopoulou and Weber (2009) and further discussed by
Najev Catija et al. (2019, pp. 121-122):

e The macro level, that is the legal framework and national resources
devoted to inclusive education (Ainscow 2005; Pivik, McComas, &
Laflamme, 2002).

® The mezzo level, which includes education practices at the level of an
individual school (institution), along with leadership for inclusive
education (Polat, 2011; Soodak, 2003).

e The micro level, where the interaction of students and teachers cre-
ates the experience of inclusive education at the classroom level
(Fakolade, Adeniyi, & Tella, 2017; Harris, Mishra, & Koehler, 2009;
Slee, 2011; Winter & O’Raw, 2010).

A visualisation of the framework (Fig. 10.1) is represented by the con-
centric circles, illustrating the development process of inclusive education
(starting with the development and leadership of inclusive education, fol-
lowed by the provision of support and actual inclusive practices).
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Fig. 10.1 The theoretical framework of inclusive education policy and practice.
(Source: Authors)

THE GROUNDED THEORY APPROACH
TO THE IDENTIFICATION OF CSFs
FOR INCLUSIVE EDUCATION

Previous research (Najev Catija et al., 2019) used the focus group
approach, with multiple stakeholders involved, to identify and group
inclusive education policy aspects in Croatia, Italy and Portugal. This
chapter critically (re)considers the qualitative research results from the
previous stage by accepting the guidelines of the grounded theory
approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) which has been widely applied within
education studies (Lambert, 2019). Although criticised for alleged super-
ficiality (Harry, Sturges, & Klingner, 2005), it is a solid methodological
approach to the ‘messy’ and complex field of special education (Brantlinger,
Jimenez, Klingner, Pugach, & Richardson, 2005).

In this chapter, the authors follow the practice of collecting data in
multiple rounds in order to generate a generalisable theoretical model
based on stakeholders’ and experts’ experiences (Lingard, Albert, &
Levinson, 2008). At the same time, the authors use the comparative
approach and critical (re)evaluation of previous empirical results. In the
second stage of qualitative research (conducted in 2018), five experts with
extensive experience in education were asked to (re)evaluate the focus
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group transcripts (conducted in 2017), based on their experiences and
attitudes /values, related to inclusive education so as to identify the CSFs
of inclusive education. The authors facilitated the expert group meetings
by using Skype software.

Firstly, the experts were introduced to the focus group methodology
and output (transcripts) and were also briefed on previous studies. The
three hierarchical levels of inclusive education proposed by the authors of
this chapter were debated and re-labelled by the experts, although the
authors’ initial hierarchical design was accepted. In the second round of
expert discussions, inclusive education policy items produced by the focus
groups were critically re-examined. The very notion of CSFs was intro-
duced into the discussion by two of the authors with a background in
business research. Then, the experts chose quotations from the focus group
transcripts which they believed represented inclusive education CSFs. The
previous mapping of items, at the three accepted levels, was ‘re-shuffled’
by the experts. Tables 10.1, 10.2, and 10.3 present the experts’ consoli-
dated output, along with the authors’ (re-)mapping of the CSFs to the
initial theoretical concept, including the identification of new key areas
emerging from the grounding process.

At the macro level (Table 10.1), the experts recognise the significant
role of the national policy makers’ vision and leadership, especially in ensur-
ing the principle of universal accessibility to education and developing
institutional cooperation. Accessibility is the precondition for inclusive
education which, unfortunately, is practised in a formalistic manner in
Croatia. Macro-level leadership is required to create the required level of
institutional cooperation as opposed to individual ‘meddling’, based on
the uncoordinated work of highly motivated individuals using an ad hoc
approach.

An additional CSF, emerging from the grounding process, relates to
support processes, especially in the field of teachers’ continunous education. The
lack of initial, as well as continuous, teacher training seems to be a basic
reason for the low level of education system performance in Croatia, as
compared to Italy and Portugal.

The grounded approach at the institutional (mezzo) level leads to sev-
eral conclusions (Table 10.2), with the central role assigned to (school) lead-
ership. It is especially applied to transforming teachers’ attitudes and
instilling a sense of professional achievement, as well as ensuring coopera-
tion among all stakeholders of inclusive education. The most important
support mechanism is represented by continuous education and professional
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Table 10.1 Macro-level CSFs

Macro  CSFs (Re)mapping — Focus group quote(s)
level to initial key
areas
Croatia  Inadequate Support— ‘Lectures, as the most frequent form
professional continuous of professional training programmes,
continuous education  education have proven to be largely ineftective.
Topics linked with inclusive
education are currently insufficiently
addressed. Quality workshops are
seldom organised. Nevertheless, it is
important to highlight that we all
have an opportunity for participation
in professional training programmes
and for professional advancement’
Formalistic approach  Leadership ‘An adjusted and individualised plan
and a lack of focus on  (institutional  and programme for students with
the implementation of  cooperation) SEN strives to meet formal
inclusion requirements rather than to
implement a plan intended to meet
the requirements of students. Work
with students with SEN is in general
more administrative than being
quality teaching’
Lack of initial teacher — Support— ‘I am highly concerned about the
training continnous future of inclusion in practice. As a
education mentor to students, future teachers, I

continuously notice their large-scale
fear of students with SEN, as a result
of a lack of understanding and
insufficient knowledge acquired at
the faculty. This is one of the reasons
why they show negative attitudes
towards inclusion from the very start
of their career or frequently consider
a change of profession. In addition,
we fail to educate generations of the
general public who are supposed to
develop an inclusive society’

(continued)
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Table 10.1 (continued)

Muocro CSFs (Re)mapping  Focus group quote(s)
level to initial key
areas

Portugal Perception of Vision ‘I do not understand why we are
inclusion in education  (access) discussing this at all. Is it possible
as a human right and a that there are currently people who
self-evident think in this way? They need to be
achievement banned from working with children

until they have been additionally
trained and until their attitudes have
changed. This way of thinking
currently results in the ghettoisation
of children and that is absolutely

unacceptable’
Italy Cooperation within Leadership ‘When I get a new class and a new
institutions of the (institutional  pupil with difficulties, it is normal
educational system cooperation) that I do not know all about this

issue. Every difficulty is special and
even in the case of the same type of
difficulty there is a broad range of
differences. Nevertheless, I am not
afraid because I know that I can
always, within a very short time, get
the type of assistance that is required.
And that is perhaps the best thing in
our education system’

Source: Expert output (as processed by authors)

development at the school (institutional) level, while two groups of
resources are recognised. At the level of individual actors, internal experts
are recognised as a CSK, while specialised support centres represent a CSE
in the institutional context, due to their systematic role in developing rel-
evant knowledge and competences. This finding also resonates with teach-
ers’ negative attitudes, feelings of isolation and dependence on individual
initiatives, as identified in Croatia.

At the micro level, (re)configuration of the initial CSF grouping also
emerges (see Table 10.3). Acceptance proves to be the most important of
the initial factors, with two different forms. The first factor, “nstitutional
hypocrisy’, proves to be common in both Croatian and Portuguese con-
texts. Formal recognition of the need to provide inclusive education to
SEN(D) students appears often to break down in the low level of
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Table 10.3 Micro-level CSFs
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Micro CSFs (Re)mapping to  Focus group quote(s)
level initial key aveas
Croatia ~ Removal of Acceptance ‘An education system where a parent
barriers to (barriers to needs to be looking for a teacher who
inclusion, due to  inclusive is willing to teach their child with SEN
the lack of education— is not a system, while the fact that such
institutional “institutional a system is simultancously referred to
support hypocrisy’) with the adjective “inclusive” is
hypocritical, to say the least. An
education system where a school
employee (a teacher, an expert
associate, the management or the
school principal) is allowed to state that
they do not want a pupil with SEN is
not a system. It is sheer manipulation
intended to persuade the public about
accessible education for all’.
Removal of Acceptance ‘I have always had students with SEN
barriers to (barriers to in my classrooms. Inclusion has
inclusion, due to  inclusive profiled me as a professional in all
the loss of education— aspects: the ethical, professional and
continuity in “institutional humane. Nevertheless, when enrolling
inclusion at hypocrisy’) in higher grades, my students

higher levels of
education

experience a complete lack of
understanding and unprofessionalism,
whilst all that we have managed to
develop remains absolutely
unexploited. Most importantly, both
the students and their families “have a
sinking feeling”—with their morale
down. This is why I have been
dissatisfied for years. I am deeply
convinced that unless inclusive
education is actually ensured
throughout the education vertical, we
will not move away from segregation’.

(continued)
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Table 10.3 (continued)
Micro CSFs (Re)mapping to  Focus group quote(s)
level initinl key areas
Portugal Cooperation with  Acceptance ‘I do not see any point in discussing
students as a (barriers to the importance of a continuously good
purpose of inclusive relationship between students with
inclusion education— developmental difficulties and other
institutional students, teachers and professional
hypocrisy’) services. Similarly, I do not see any
point in discussing our mutual
cooperation and good relations. How
can these relationships not be
important? Is that not the purpose of
inclusion?’
Commitment to  Acceptance “There is no point in preparing a plan
inclusion beyond  (barriers to and programme of work only to meet
the declarative inclusive formal requirements. If a pupil has
level education— problems following the content of the
“institutional classes due, for example, to a sleep
hypocrisy’) disorder, then efforts are made to
organise classes during the period when
the pupil is active, for instance in the
afternoon’.
Formal planning  Adapted ‘Inclusive education implies huge
of inclusive curriculum, flexibility both in teaching and
education assessment and organisation of work’.
teaching
Italy Removal of Acceptance ‘We need to understand that the
barriers to (barriers to experiences that most people find
inclusion due to  inclusive absolutely straightforward represent an
negative social education— overwhelming problem for children
attitudes Social hypocrisy’)  with SEN, unless they are provided
with special educational support’.
Formal planning  Adapted ‘An individual plan and programme is
of inclusive curriculum, prepared and adopted in advance, so
education assessment and that a child joins an environment that is
teaching acquainted with them and they know

what needs to be done starting from
the first day of school’.

Source: Expert output (as processed by authors)



10 TOWARDS AN IDENTIFICATION OF CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS... 151

motivation and support to practitioners at the classroom level or in issues
of continuity across the levels of the education system. The same applies to
the constant need to formally acknowledge the student orientation of the
inclusive education system, which is not especially important if inclusion is
actually practised. The second factor, Social hypocrisy’, relates to the stake-
holders’ inadequate understanding of SEN(D) students’ needs and/or
their (un)willingness to recognise them as equal members of the learning
community. While accessibility proves to be more of a universal principle
than a factor to ensure physical access to facilities and classes, the adapta-
tion of the curriculum, assessment and teaching are mentioned in the
dichotomous context. From the Italian experience comes recognition of
the systematic and planned approach, while the Portuguese emphasise the
need for flexibility.

ConNcLUSION: A Prorosal or THE CSEF-Basep MODEL
FOR INCLUSIVE EDUCATION IN EUROPE

The resulting model (illustrated in Fig. 10.2) consists of the follow-
ing CSFs:

e Atthe macro level, emphasis is placed on the responsibility of national
policy makers to develop vision and leadership to ensure accessibility
as a universal value of the education system, as well as to coordinate
institutional cooperation required for universal access. Support, in
the form of continuous education, is required at the system (macro)
level if it is to be successful.

e At the mezzo level, the central role belongs to school leadership, which
needs to transform the attitudes and practices of teachers, as well as
other stakeholders. Support at the institutional (mezzo) level takes
the form of continuons education in schools. Two groups of resources
relate to (a) individual actors—internal experts (developed within
the school or assigned to it) and (b) relevant institutions, that is spe-
cialised support centres.

e At the micro level, highest importance is assigned to social acceptance
of SEN(D) students, which is distinguished in terms of: (a) ‘“nstitu-
tional hypocrisy’ (i.e. formal commitment to inclusive education,
without relevant actions and /or implications at the classroom level);
(b) Social hypocrisy’ (i.e. stakeholders’ inadequate attitudes and/or
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Social acceptance
of SEN
a) institutional hypocrisy
b) social hypocrisy
- Adaption of
curriculum,

INCLUSIVE
EDUCATION

assessment
and teaching

Fig. 10.2 CSF-based framework of inclusive education policy and practice

motivation, affecting classroom-level actions and/or implications).
At this level of education, adaptation of the curviculum, assessment
and teaching is identified in a dichotomous context, contrasting the
need to achieve a systematic and planned approach to the need for
flexibility in inclusive practice.

Further research is needed to verity if the obtained model is generalis-
able at the European level or valid only for the observed three South-
European countries.
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