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Abstract 
 

This study sought to understand leadership for inclusive education from a 

principal’s perspective, in acknowledgement of the crucial part they play as leaders of 

schools. It adopted the Ecology of Inclusive Education (Anderson et al., 2014), a 

conceptual framework that situates inclusive education within the complex context of 

schools, and the environments in which they operate. This afforded a recognition of 

the influential nature of context in the construction of principals’ knowledges, attitudes 

and practices as leaders for inclusive education. Seven case studies were conducted 

across primary schools in an educational region of Queensland, Australia. Each case 

utilised thematic analysis to analyse two in-depth semi-structured interviews and key 

school documentation. The results yielded some interesting findings. Each of the 

seven principals perceived inclusive education as a continuum that permits education 

to occur in a way determined by the schools as best meeting the needs of the students, 

whether this be in a mainstream classroom, a special education classroom, a special 

school setting, or anywhere in between. Principals expressed a predominantly 

negative attitude towards the notion of inclusion and identified barriers over which they 

had no control as justification for this attitude. The knowledges and attitudes described 

by principals significantly influenced the selection and enactment of leadership 

practices for inclusive education. While a small number of practices promoted 

inclusive education, the majority were either used in both inclusive and exclusive ways 

or were solely exclusive. Yet practices applied in exclusive ways were consistently 

described by principals as being ‘inclusive’.  

The findings of this study highlight some key points. Principals knowledges of and 

attitudes towards inclusive education reflect the operation of the education system in 

which they work. Aspects of influence from the social, political and historical contexts 

were also evident in the principals’ discourse, across both the interviews and 

documentation. Two shifts need to occur for inclusive education to have a chance of 

success. First, the system needs to reflect the social justice principles of inclusive 

education in everything it does. Second, principals need to be afforded the opportunity 

for authentic introspection, where current ways of thinking and knowing are 

challenged. It is only when systems operate in a consistently inclusive way, and 
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principals perceive inclusive education positively, that students, regardless of their 

starting point, will benefit from schooling - socially, emotionally and academically - in 

an equitable way.
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
 

This chapter introduces the thesis. It outlines the background for the study, first at 

the global (section 1.1) then at the Australian (section 1.2) level. Next, the context for 

this study, the state of Queensland, is described (section 1.3). The aims of the study 

(section 1.4), conceptual framework (section 1.5), research questions (section 1.6), 

and significance of the research (section 1.7) are then briefly discussed. Finally, key 

terms are defined (section 1.8) and the chapter ends with an explanation of the 

organisation of this thesis (section 1.9), which outlines the content of each of the 

remaining chapters. 

 

1.1  A GLOBAL CONTEXT 

Education and its ensuing policies and practices cannot be understood without an 

acknowledgement that they ‘are strongly influenced by an increasingly integrated 

international economy’ (Apple, 2011, p. 223). As a consequence, any discussion on 

leadership for inclusive education must be situated within the global context in which 

it is operating. In 2013, Hoorens et al. forecast global societal trends to 2030. The 

resulting report described a number of challenges for the global community, with the 

most concerning being the increasing rate of income inequality. A contributor to this 

growing gap is the projection that there will be a shortage of medium to high-skilled 

workers, while at the same time a surplus of low-skilled workers, resulting in long term 

and permanent joblessness among young people without adequate educational 

attainment. The report describes economic development, improved access to 

education, gender equality and new technologies that increase connectedness, as 

elements that have the capacity to promote empowerment. Yet equal power requires 

equal access, and the research highlights the growing disparity between those with 

and those without access to the aforementioned elements. Hoorens et al. (2013) 

surmise, ‘unequal access could polarise communities and populations into those who 

can take advantage of these opportunities, and those who are left behind’ (p. xviii), 

with the result being particular groups within populations becoming increasingly 

vulnerable, with a greater risk of poverty and disengagement. Education that provides 

equal access for everyone - inclusive education - has a role to play in promoting a 

more equitable future. But it is not there yet. 
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1.1.1 Inclusive education 

Few ideas have received so much praise and enthusiastic responses in the 

worlds of educational policy, research, and practice than inclusive 

education. But, ironically, few ideas have been so critiqued and resisted as 

this notion. (Artiles & Kozleski, 2016, p. 3) 

 

Inclusive education, at its core, is about social justice and fairness (Shyman, 2015), 

and in 1994 was enshrined in the globally adopted Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 

1994). This document grew from a desire to disrupt systemic and schooling practices 

that privileged some groups of students while disadvantaging others (Skrtic, 1995), to 

ensure that all children and young people, regardless of circumstance, could access 

a quality education within their local schools (Slee, 2018a). The past three decades 

have seen inclusive education become entrenched within education, as manifested by 

its presence in legislation, policy, funding models, university courses, professional 

learning, and research (Slee, 2018a). Since 2006, inclusive education for persons with 

disabilities has been recognised by many nations as a human right, after the United 

Nations adopted the Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Schuster 

et al., 2019). Yet despite the hard work of many, inclusive practices are far from being 

consistently or successfully enacted (Florian, 2019), and in some countries, such as 

England and Australia, schooling is again becoming more exclusive (Harris et al., 

2020; Anderson & Boyle, 2019). Nevertheless, continued support from global 

organisations, such as the United Nations and UNESCO, maintains inclusive 

education firmly on the international education agenda (Artiles & Kozleski, 2016).  

1.1.2 School leadership for inclusive education 

‘Educational leadership is a moral and ethical endeavour’ (Rayner, 2009, p. 444) 

and as such, the value and attitudinal systems of principals matter. It is these belief 

systems that underpin the knowledge, skills and behaviours (also referred to in this 

thesis as ‘practices’) that determine a school leader’s influence on others (Baloglu, 

2012). The influence of values and attitudes on the way principals enact leadership is 

reflected in the adaptation of the Pyramid of Leadership Qualities, devised by Precey 

and Mazurkiewicz (2013, p.115). Figure 1.1, as represented below, diverges 

marginally from the work of Precey and Mazurkiewicz in that it explicitly acknowledges 

the reciprocal and dynamic relationship between the values and attitudes leaders hold, 

and their knowledge, behaviour, and skills. Within any context the relationship 
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between the elements within this pyramid are significant (Schrader & Lawless, 2004), 

but they are of particular importance when interrogating a construct as contested as 

inclusive education.  

 

Figure 1.1: Pyramid of Leadership Qualities (adapted) 

Leadership that is enacted from a place that values and feels positive about inclusive 

education, provides the best chance of reform towards the ideal. Dyson et al. (2002) 

go so far as to argue that school leaders should be selected on the basis of a 

demonstrated valuing of inclusive education. Principals in schools considered to be 

more inclusive have been shown to have ‘strong core values related to inclusion’ 

(McLeskey & Waldon, 2015, p. 69). Real and sustainable change is more likely to 

happen if the work being done aligns with the value and attitudinal systems held by 

the principal (Seashore-Louis & Robinson, 2012). Additionally, greater success is 

experienced when there is ‘a match between a leader’s traits (or qualities, as outlined 

in the pyramid above) and the situational factors’ (Oc, 2018, p. 218). Inclusive 

practices, despite the challenges, can be successfully developed and enacted in 

schools if driven by a strong and committed principal (McLeskey & Waldon, 2015). Yet 

‘it cannot be assumed that this value base is a naturally occurring attribute of all 

leaders’ (Mac Ruairc et al., 2013, p. 8), and this is a problem. Yan and Sin (2015) 

explain why: ‘School principals play the role of leader, in leading the schools towards 

inclusive education. Without the principals’ strong determination, schools will have 

difficulties in formulating school policy, building school culture and implementing good 

inclusive practices’ (p. 217). 
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Despite the significance and centrality of the principal’s role in successful inclusive 

schools, little research has been published in this area (Romanuck Murphy, 2018). A 

recent bibliometric review of the literature into inclusive education identified seven 

areas that have been ‘recurrently addressed’ in the research (Hernández-Torrano et 

al., 2020, p. 16); neither school principals nor leadership for inclusive education 

featured in this list in any way.  

 

1.2 THE AUSTRALIAN CONTEXT  

Australia has espoused inclusive education as its overarching philosophy for all 

students since it became a signatory to the Salamanca Statement in 1994. Fourteen 

years later it endorsed the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability (United 

Nations, 2008), and in that same year, set an agenda for the future of education in 

Australia that outlined a system that was to promote ‘equity and excellence’ to ‘all’ 

(Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, 2008, p. 

6). Yet, like many nations, Australia has struggled to effectively deliver an education 

system that is inclusive of its increasingly diverse student population (Anderson & 

Boyle, 2019). Graham (2020) describes what is currently happening in Australia as 

‘fauxclusion’ (p.21), with education systems claiming they are inclusive when what 

they are actually implementing is integration. Graham (2020) provided an example of 

the ‘misinterpretation’ of inclusive education that she believes is happening within 

many Australian schools. This was the reply to a question asked to a deputy principal 

about the makeup of a class: 

Looking slightly annoyed, the deputy principal explained that they had 

closed their Special Education Programme (SEP) because of the 

Queensland Department of Education’s new inclusion policy. This class 

was considered an ‘inclusive class’ because it now included the ‘SEP kids’ 

who were being taught by the ‘SEP teacher’. The other half of the class 

comprised the ‘mainstream kids’ who were being taught by the ‘mainstream 

teacher’. The teachers were ‘coteaching’ this new ‘inclusive class’ (p. 21). 

 

Not only are schools in Australia misinterpreting inclusive education, a recent study 

found that the education system nationally is becoming more exclusive, with rates of 

segregation and exclusion increasing across the board (Anderson & Boyle, 2019). 

Students most affected by these increasing rates of segregation and exclusion are 

those from minority and/or disadvantaged backgrounds.      
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Reasons for this lack of success in delivering an inclusive education system are 

complex, and many broad issues will be discussed in the next chapter. However, 

Australia has some unique challenges. The education system is operated by the eight 

states and territories that comprise the nation, and at the time of writing this chapter, 

there was no agreed understanding of either inclusive education itself, or what 

additional needs in education actually looks like. The consequence of this is that what 

constitutes inclusive education is different in different states, and students may be 

recognised as requiring additional support in one state, but not in another (see 

Anderson & Boyle, 2019, for a comprehensive discussion on this). The past 12 years 

has seen the federal government attempt to wrest back some control from the states 

and territories through the introduction of the Australian Curriculum, and the 

implementation of a national high-stakes testing regime known as the National 

Assessment Programme - Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN). An in-depth critique of 

these two initiatives is not possible here, however as with many neo-liberal attempts 

to standardise and measure education, there have been ‘losers’, and the majority of 

the ‘losers’ have been students from minority and/or disadvantaged backgrounds 

(Anderson & Boyle, 2019). Another federal initiative, the My School website, purports 

to offer ‘choice’ to those looking for schools in which to enrol their children. Schools 

can now be easily compared through the use of data such as NAPLAN scores, student 

cohorts (such as the number of indigenous students), ICSEA (Index of Community 

Socio-Educational Advantage) ratings, and/or a school’s financial position (Niesche & 

Keddie, 2016; Niesche, 2015). The notion of choice is problematic in itself as it 

presupposes those being afforded the choice are in an equal position to make one; 

this is obviously not the case (Hutchings, 2017). The consequence of this? Privileged 

students are enrolling in schools in advantaged areas, leaving other schools to carry 

the load of students with greater educational needs. This phenomenon is significant, 

and student educational success in Australia is becoming increasingly linked to the 

‘level of advantage of the school a student attends’ (Bonnor, 2019, p. 2).    

What has been presented here is by no means an exhaustive list of the challenges 

facing Australian principals who are working to deliver an inclusive education. 

However, it does provide an insight into the complexity of the task at hand. In reality, 

inclusive education is only one of many reform agendas that principals are expected 

to deliver every day, every week, every year as they work in their schools. It is little 
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wonder that the number of educators within Australia applying for school principal 

positions is in steady decline (Riley, 2019). But that is another thesis for another day. 

To better understand the leadership for inclusive education in Australia, this study 

focused on the happenings in one Australian State, Queensland. 

 

1.3 THE STATE OF PLAY IN QUEENSLAND  

Queensland is the largest state on the East Coast of Australia, with a land mass of 

more than 1.8 million square kilometres. While it has a population of more than five 

million people, almost half live in the capital city of Brisbane, with more than three 

quarters of the State’s population living in the South-East corner (Queensland 

Government Statistician’s Office, 2019). Schooling in Queensland is provided to more 

than 818,000 students by either one of approximately 1230 government run schools 

(referred to as ‘state schools’ and administered through Education Queensland) or 

470 independent and Catholic schools. The state school system currently educates 

the majority of Queensland’s students, with approximately 67% attending a 

government run school (Queensland Government, 2019a). Education in Queensland 

is delivered under the Education (General Provisions) Act 2006 (QLD) (EGPA) 

(Queensland Government, 2018), an act which reflects both national legislation and 

the goals outlined in the Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration1 (Education 

Council, 2019). It sets out an expectation that all students within Queensland schools 

will be the recipients of a high-quality education. 

1.3.1 A history of inclusive rhetoric 

Queensland was one of the first Australian states to adopt the philosophy of 

inclusive education for students with disabilities (The Senate, 2002). Roger Slee, a 

globally renowned inclusive education proponent, was seconded in the early 2000s to 

work with and develop the State’s policy in this area (Department of Education, 

Training and the Arts, 2005). Researchers recognised this attempt to provide an 

inclusive and socially just education system (Berlach & Chambers, 2011), however 

the authenticity of it was questioned (Graham & Slee, 2008); merely developing 

inclusive education policy does not guarantee inclusive practices within schools (Slee, 

 
1 Alice Springs (Mparntwe) Education Declaration - sets out the national vision for education and 

the commitment of Australian Governments to improving educational outcomes. It built on from the 
2008 Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians. 
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2018b; Peters et al., 2005). This was reflected in a provocative data set published by 

Education Queensland up until 2012. Parent opinion survey data, collected through 

the annual School Opinion Survey that requires all school across Queensland to 

collect feedback from the school community, showed a consistently significant 

difference between parent satisfaction of three distinct groups of students: i). students 

without a disability in mainstream schools, ii). students with a disability in special 

schools, and iii). students with a disability in mainstream schools. As illustrated in 

Table 1.1, there was a persistent disparity between parents of students with disabilities 

in special schools and those enrolled in mainstream schools, of more than 12%. 

Parents of students with disability in mainstream schools were consistently the least 

satisfied of the three groups. 

Table 1.1: Parent satisfaction with schooling in Queensland (Queensland Government, 2020a). 

Parent Satisfaction (%) 

     Year Students without 
disability in 

mainstream 

Students in        

special schools 

Students with 
disabilities in 

mainstream schools 

2012 84.5 93.4 80.2 

2011 83.5 92.9 77.8 

2010 82.8 93 78.2 

2009 83.5 92.4 80.1 

2008 83.5 91.4 79.1 

Interestingly, but perhaps not surprisingly, after 2012 the Queensland Government 

discontinued the publication of this breakdown of the survey data between parents of 

students with and without disabilities in mainstream schools. 

Slee (2011) acknowledges that Queensland attempted to respond to the challenge 

of inclusive education for a short time, however the development and implementation 

of NAPLAN and the Australian Curriculum shifted the focus of the reform agenda in 

this state from one centred on social justice principles to the maximisation of academic 

achievement across measured areas. This is was not surprising. When NAPLAN was 

first introduced, Queensland sat at or near the bottom of the performance scale in 

every one of the tested areas, while Victoria and New South Wales (the other two 

eastern Australian States), sat at the top (Graham, 2018a). Rather than consider the 

differences between the education systems themselves (such as Queensland not 
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adopting a compulsory 13th year of school until 2017 meaning students sitting the 

NAPLAN tests had in fact attended a year’s less schooling than their interstate 

counterparts), pressure was put on schools to work harder to improve their results 

(Graham, 2018a). This has formed the crux of the reform agenda over the past 

decade, placing inclusive education as something that exists in policy, but is no longer 

at the forefront of the educational discourse. Despite this focus on student outcomes, 

the latest Department of Education Annual Report (Queensland Government, 2020a) 

shows that none of the ascribed targets for NAPLAN have been achieved, rates of 

parent satisfaction in their child’s schooling has continued to decrease, and students 

from disadvantaged and indigenous backgrounds are still missing out, compared to 

their peers, when it comes to accessing kindergarten (a newly introduced pre-school 

programme) and school achievement. 

1.3.2 The phenomenon of exclusion  

A change in legislation in 2014 gave Queensland principals more power to suspend 

and exclude students from school. Instituted under the banner of ‘Strengthening 

Discipline in State Schools’ the changes handed principals greater authority to 

suspend and exclude through provisions such as reducing the need for family 

consultation and reducing options for appeal (Graham, 2018a). It is interesting to note 

the language changed, from the term ‘behaviour’ to talking about ‘discipline’. 

Considering the definitions presented in the Oxford Dictionary, it becomes evident that 

‘behaviour’ and ‘discipline’ are different concepts.  

• Behaviour – The way in which one acts or conducts oneself, especially towards 

others. 

• Discipline – The practice of training people to obey rules or a code of behaviour, 

using punishment to correct disobedience. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, since this time suspension rates have risen sharply, and 

exclusion rates have also increased (Queensland Government, 2019b). Between 

2014 and 2018, despite there only being a 6% increase in student enrolments, there 

was a 27% increase in short (1-10 day) suspensions, a 20% increase in long (11-20 

day) suspensions and a 14% increase in exclusions. While there are limited data 

available that breaks these numbers down in terms of student demographics, what is 

available supports the research that indicates these types of practices 

disproportionally impact students from disadvantaged and vulnerable groups 
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(Graham, 2018b). Suspensions and exclusion numbers for indigenous students have 

increased from 2014 to 2018 by 34% and 37% respectively, and in 2018 this group of 

students represented 25% of all suspensions and exclusions, despite only making up 

10% of the total student population. Alongside this, the numbers of suspensions for 

non-indigenous students rose by 25% during this same time period, and exclusion 

rates rose by 6%. Students with an intellectual disability have also seen their 

suspension and exclusion numbers rise since 2014 with an increase in the proceeding 

years of 29% and 40% respectively.  

Coinciding with this increase in disciplinary absences, numbers of students being 

enrolled in special schools (eligibility for this is explained further on) has increased 

(and continues to do so). Between 2015 and 2019, enrolments grew by 14%, despite 

the overall enrolment numbers in Queensland growing by only 7%. Increasing 

numbers of mainstream schools are being provided with Special Education 

Programmes [SEPs] (up by 7% between 2015 and 2019) and the number of students 

being identified as having a disability that impacts educational access has increased 

by 28% from 24,000 in 2013 to 33,400 in 2018,  significantly higher than the 5% 

increase in student numbers (Queensland Government, 2019b). Students diagnosed 

with a disability are more likely to be from a low-socio economic and/or indigenous 

background than students without a disability (Deloitte Access Economics, 2017). 

These groups of students also experience higher rates of absenteeism and the 

number of these students placed in special education classes (across both 

mainstream and special schools) in Queensland is higher than the national average 

(Deloitte Access Economics, 2017). 

1.3.3 Disability support in Education Queensland  

Eligibility for support within Education Queensland is predicated on a diagnosis of 

one (or more) of the following disabilities, as it is only these six categories that are 

acknowledged under the umbrella of disability: 

• Hearing impairment 

• Vision impairment 

• Physical impairment 

• Speech language impairment 

• Intellectual disability 

• Autism Spectrum Disorder 
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Once a diagnosis has been received, a school must compile and submit evidence 

to prove that ‘significant education adjustments’ are needed to support the student to 

successfully access schooling (Department of Education, 2020a). The more significant 

the educational adjustments, the more resourcing that is allocated. This process is 

referred to as verification. Schools receive additional resourcing only after a student 

has been verified, regardless of what requirements students may have upon 

enrolment. The verification process was critiqued in a report commissioned by the 

Department of Education for two reasons; it regards only a narrow range of conditions 

as ‘disability’, and it is reliant upon a deficit model to support student need (Deloitte 

Access Economics, 2017). This assessment of the verification process is not new. In 

2008 Graham and Slee described this process as:  

…an illusory interiority; an apprehended inclusion, where the maintenance 

of notions relating to normality, mainstream, natural and majority ensures 

that certain children lead a marginal existence as representatives of ‘the 

included’. (p. 285) 

 

At the time of submission of this thesis, no changes had been made to the way 

Education Queensland understands or resources disability. 

Approximately 77% of all students with a verified disability in Queensland attend a 

state school, and of these 86% attend a primary or secondary school and 14% a 

Special School (Department of Education, 2017). Many of the larger state schools in 

Queensland are resourced with a Special Education Programme (SEP). This provides 

the school with funding for classrooms, special education staff, and specialist 

resources, as well as a Head of Special Education Services (HOSES) position to 

oversee the operation of the programme. These schools generally have higher 

numbers of students with a verified disability than those without SEPs and cater for 

students with more complex schooling needs, however it should be noted that all state 

schools are legislated to accept the enrolment of students with a disability. 

Programmes to support students with disabilities look different across different 

schools, as decisions about the structure and implementation of these is made by the 

school leadership team. Models of support can range from full-time participation in a 

special education classroom with a small group of students and specialist staff support 

through to full-time placement in mainstream classrooms with little specialist support, 

and all of the options in between. Special schools operate in many larger regional and 
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metropolitan areas of Queensland, where students with a verified Intellectual Disability 

are eligible to enrol.  

1.3.4 Inclusive education is back on the agenda 

Over the course of 2013-2014, all state school principals in Queensland completed 

a compulsory programme entitled Quality Schools, Inclusive Leaders (QSIL), at a cost 

of more than eight million dollars (PhillipsKPA, 2015). The programme was authored 

by educational consultant Dr. Loretta Giorcelli after she was seconded by Education 

Queensland through the More Support for Students with Disabilities initiative, a 

federally funded programme designed to support education systems across Australia 

to ‘effect positive change in schools’ for students with disabilities (PhillipsKPA, 2015). 

It was anticipated that QSIL would ‘improve inclusive practices for students with 

disability’ (Giorcelli, 2013, p. 1) through the provision of a staged programme, 

accompanied by digital resources, designed to ‘challenge and sharpen perceptions of 

the key qualities required for excellent inclusive leadership’ (Giorcelli, 2013, p. 1). 

Rather than including any systemic reform, this programme placed the responsibility 

for inclusive education solely at the feet of the schools, and in particular, principals. 

The structure of the professional development programme provided professional 

learning for principals and their leadership teams, after which a self-assessment was 

conducted, a small research project designed and conducted, with results shared at a 

regional level. The benefit for schools was described in this way: QSIL will ‘strengthen 

their capability to provide all students with a continuous learning programme that will 

meet their individual needs and provide the necessary opportunities for them to reach 

their full potential’ (Giorcelli, 2013, p. 1), with the key learnings being: 

• Reflection on equity and cultural leadership practices with a particular focus on 

ethical decision making, modelling socially just behaviour and understanding of 

the five bases for cultural intelligence;  

• Undertaking training to enhance understanding of the current Disability 

Standards for Education legislation and the associated legal provisions for all 

students with disability;  

• Enhancing understanding of curriculum and pedagogical adjustment ensuring 

that instructional leadership includes all aspects of individualised learning for 

students with disability;  
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• Applying a self-administered school auditing tool (Inclusivity Rubric tool) across 

the two-day process to determine levels of inclusive practices within schools on 

a continuum of effectiveness.  

(Giorcelli, 2013, p. 1). 

The model of inclusive education presented in this programme was one that 

focused predominantly on students with disability, and promoted an understanding of 

the following three elements: 

• All children, including those with disability, learning difficulties, cultural 

differences and well-being needs have a right to be educated in supportive, 

heterogeneous, age-appropriate, authentic, natural, learner-centred 

environments which offer the least restrictive access to the curricula of the 

school; 

• All teachers realise that the curriculum must be inclusive and that they need to 

provide reasonable accommodations in the form of physical access as well as 

teaching and learning adjustments for learners who require them; 

• All staff understand the need to use ‘people-first’ language in all their dealings 

with the community and within schools to make learners, their peers, families 

and friends feel valued, welcomed and respected.   

(Giorcelli, 2013, p. 5) 

Despite this work, in 2016, the Queensland showcase award for excellence in 

inclusive education went to one of many special schools in Brisbane. Slee (2018b) 

describes that afterwards, real estate agents in surrounding suburbs used this as a 

selling point in their advertising of properties for sale within this school’s catchment 

area. In the months before this announcement was made, a review into the education 

of students with disability in Queensland had been commissioned by the state Minister 

for Education and Training. The review was conducted by Deloitte Access Economics, 

with their report being delivered to the parliament in 2017. While focused on students 

with a disability, the report described the findings and recommendations as being 

relevant to the ‘educational needs of every student’ (p. iv), as it centered its work 

around the notion of inclusive education. The report presented findings across three 

areas - policy environment, effective practice, and resourcing model - and presented 

some troubling findings, even after the completion of the QSIL programme: 
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• A disparity between policy and practice as while the department distributed 

resources about inclusive education, principals and teachers noted a lack of 

support in implementation; 

• A lack of understanding about legislative requirements, both at the State and 

National levels; 

• The term inclusive education is frequently used as a synonym for special 

education and much of the language used is special education based (for 

example, many schools have a position titled as Head of Special Education 

Services, and these practitioners are often responsible for delivering inclusive 

education practices within schools); 

• Schools are operating in an increasingly performance orientated environment; 

• A resistance to the notion of inclusive education from educators; 

• Parents of students with more complex needs are still experiencing situations 

where they are encouraged to take their child to a special or other segregated 

school options, rather than have them enrol in their local school. 33% of parents 

indicated they had been refused enrolment or encouraged to go elsewhere at 

some point in time; 

• Students with disability are subject to greater use of suspensions and 

exclusions, and the number of these has been steadily increasing since 2011; 

• Evidence of the use of restrictive practices in schools on students with a 

disability and/or those exhibiting more challenging behaviours; 

• Teachers and parents felt more positive about the idea of inclusive education 

(55% and 45% respectively) than about the capacity for it to be implemented 

successfully (41% and 32% respectively); 

• Reliance by the department on a ‘formal diagnosis threshold test’ to provide 

access to resources causes two issues. Firstly, the advocation of unnecessary 

diagnosis (by both school staff and parents), and secondly, students who do 

not meet the threshold do not get the support;   

• Very narrow definition of disability exists in Education Queensland, much 

narrower than in national legislation (for example, mental health and 

behavioural disorders are not recognised under the disability umbrella); 

• Larger number of students are being identified through the Nationally 

Consistent Collection of Data on School Students with Disability (NCCD) as 
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having a disability, than are being supported through the Education 

Queensland process. 

(Deloitte Access Economics, 2017) 

While not exhaustive, the findings listed here demonstrate the work that is required, at 

all levels of the education system in Queensland, to ensure that all students are 

receiving an equitable and high-quality education. 

In response to the Deloitte review, the Department of Education (2017) released 

its Inclusive Education policy. Interestingly, in light of the earlier discussion about the 

consequences of aligning inclusive education with special education, it was produced 

by a newly formed branch of the Department known as the Disability and Inclusion 

Branch. This document defines inclusive education as meaning that: 

…students can access and fully participate in learning, alongside their 

similar-aged peers, supported by reasonable adjustments and teaching 

strategies tailored to meet their individual needs. Inclusion is embedded in 

all aspects of school life, and is supported by culture, policies and everyday 

practices. (p. 1) 

 

Inclusive education is presented as something that is different to integration, 

segregation, or exclusion. Nine guiding principles are presented to create a more 

inclusive state education system, consisting of i). a system-wide approach, ii). 

committed leaders, iii). whole of school approach, iv). collaboration with students, 

families and the community, v). respecting and valuing diversity, vi). a confident, skilled 

and capable workforce, vii). accessible learning environments, viii). effective 

transitions, and ix). monitoring and evaluation. While inclusive education is promoted 

as being about the education of students with their similar aged peers, the department 

restates its commitment to providing segregated and exclusive schooling options 

within this policy, under the guise of parental choice. 

The most recent iteration of the Department of Education’s Strategic Plan 2019-

2023 (2019a) includes the language of inclusive education. It describes schools as 

places where students are ‘empowered’ through ‘…embracing and supporting the 

unique talents and needs of each and every student... Valuing the diverse identities, 

beliefs, cultures, languages and abilities of all people in the school community creates 

inclusive and respectful environments centred on student learning and wellbeing’ 

(Department of Education, 2019a, p. 8). Since the Deloitte Access Economics review, 
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inclusive education has become strongly embedded within the rhetoric and policies of 

the Department of Education, but to date the impetus for this change still sits with the 

schools themselves, and therefore the principals, rather than having generated any 

substantial systemic reform. To undertake this work principals ‘require support to build 

knowledge and skills in inclusive education and cultural transformations, and to 

develop and deliver pedagogical frameworks which support the effective education of 

every student’ (Deloitte Access Economics, 2017, p. xiv). 

1.3.5 Principalship in Queensland 

Principals in Australia are working in a climate of increased accountability and 

standardisation, described by Niesche and Keddie (2016) as having ‘never been more 

complex and difficult than it is at present’ (p. 147). Schools, the workplaces of 

principals, have become ‘high stakes’ environments (Niesche & Keddie, 2016), and 

this places pressure on the principal to perform. The inception of the national testing 

programme (NAPLAN) in 2008, and then the My School website in 2010, signalled big 

shifts in the amount of information being placed into the public arena (Niesche, 2015). 

There has been much opposition to both NAPLAN and My School, with arguments 

coming from professional education bodies as well as some researchers. Questions 

about the validity of data, the creation of league tables, and the naming and shaming 

of poorer performing schools have all been raised (Riddle, 2017; Hardy & Boyle, 

2011), however successive governments from both political persuasions have held 

tightly onto these tools of accountability. This is evident in the approach to leadership, 

and in particular principalship, taken by the Department of Education (Queensland 

Government, 2020b). Principals are touted as instructional leaders, who must focus 

on the ‘core learning priorities’ of quality curriculum, student achievement and 

improvement, pedagogical practice, teacher feedback, and quality assessment (para. 

6) through ‘regular and consistent monitoring of employee performance, and dealing 

quickly and effectively with poor performance or unacceptable behaviours’ (para. 3). 

The focus is on continued improvement in measurable outcomes such as NAPLAN 

data.  

The 2018 Australian Principal Health & Wellbeing Survey (a yearly survey 

conducted since 2011) presents some concerning findings (Riley, 2019). While these 

results pertain to principals across Australia (with responses from more than 2250 

principals), they reflect the experiences of principals working across schools in 
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Queensland. The Queensland Premier and Education Minister presented these 

findings to principals at the 2019 Principals Conference and announced a $10 million 

package focussed on the welfare of school principals; an acknowledgement of the 

significant challenges this group of professionals face every day. One positive finding 

was that principals, on the whole, have a higher job satisfaction rating than the average 

Australian, an interesting statistic given that principals experience high levels of job 

demands (1.5 times the general population), emotional demands (1.7 times), and 

emotional labour (1.7 times) when compared to the general population. This is 

correlated with principals reporting higher levels of burnout (1.6 times higher), stress 

symptoms (1.7 times higher), difficulty sleeping (2.2 times higher), cognitive stress (1.5 

times higher), somatic symptoms (1.3 times higher), and, depressive symptoms (1.3 

times higher). Almost all principals (99.7%) reported working above what is considered 

optimal before mental health outcomes decline. One of the most concerning statistics 

from the survey is the level of aggressive behaviours that principals endure as part of 

their daily work. In Queensland, 49% of principals reported that they had been 

threatened with violence and 36% reported they had been physically attacked. This is 

part of a national trend where principals are increasingly becoming the target of both 

family and student attacks. Upon completion of the survey almost 32% of participants 

received a ‘red flag’ email, automated feedback triggered by the high level of distress 

indicated in their survey question responses. Riley (2019) describes the findings as ‘a 

serious concern for the profession as a whole, as they indicate serious levels of 

distress for approximately one out of every three principals across the country’ (p. 16). 

Quantity of work is the greatest stressor for Australian principals, including for 

those working in Queensland (Riley, 2019). In this State, principals are required to 

work as instructional leaders, who are concerned with ‘establishing clear educational 

goals, planning the curriculum, and evaluating teachers and teaching’ (Óskarsdótter 

et al., 2020, p.7). Stronge et al. (2008) completed a synthesis of the research on 

instructional leadership and found five goals that consistently appeared in the 

literature: building and sustaining a school vision, sharing leadership, leading a 

learning community, using data to make instructional decisions, and monitoring 

curriculum and instruction (p. 4). These goals are broader and reach further into the 

school community than the five core learning priorities that principals in Queensland 

are expected to adhere to; quality curriculum, student achievement and improvement, 
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pedagogical practice, teacher feedback, and quality assessment (Queensland 

Government, 2020b). No definition is provided as to what instructional leadership 

means in this context, however perhaps this is because the term has proven itself 

complex to define (Vogel, 2018). According to the information on the Department of 

Education website (Queensland Government, 2020b), principals are supported in their 

work to be effective instructional leaders through the annual Performance 

Development Plans process. They also have access to a self-reflection tool known as 

the Principal’s Capability and Leadership Resource and are encouraged to use this 

alongside the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) 

Standards for Principals (a set of standards that have been developed to measure 

performance, of which a critique is warranted but beyond the scope of this study). 

Within these documents the terms inclusive and inclusion are used to describe 

expected practices both within the school and the wider community. Principals are 

expected to ‘ensure the school values underpin and support high-quality inclusive 

practices’ and ‘embrace inclusion and help build a culture of high expectations that 

takes account of the richness and diversity of the wider school community and the 

education systems and sectors’ (AITSL, 2015, p. 31).  

Principal effectiveness is measured through a system generated tool known as the 

‘school performance’ data profile (Hefferman, 2016). This profile aligns with Education 

Queensland’s improvement agenda (Bloxham et al., 2015) and provides ‘graphical 

and tabular representations of student data from NAPLAN, school-based assessment 

achievement data, demographic and enrolment data, and disciplinary, attendance, 

and retention data’ (Hefferman, 2016, p. 378). It is this document that provides the 

impetus for conversations between Queensland State School principals and their 

supervisors, known as Assistant Regional Directors (ARDs). A study conducted by 

Hefferman (2016) into the impact of this narrow view of school and therefore principal 

performance found that the work of principals in this State has shifted, from having a 

broad focus to becoming narrower, centered around continued improvement in the 

measured areas. The author concluded that this narrow focus was to the detriment of 

other important facets of schooling that were ‘not so easily quantified and measured’ 

(p. 389), and this is where inclusive education sits. It is worth noting that since the 

Deloitte Access Economics review (2017) , data for students with a disability have 

been included as a separate data set, with attendance, student disciplinary absences, 
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report card data and school completion data now being recorded for this group of 

students, however for the same reasons as described above, this is not an adequate 

measure of inclusive practices within schools. Despite the narrowness of how principal 

performance is measured, particularly around inclusive education, the Deloitte Access 

Economics review (2017) found that the majority of principals in Queensland want to 

provide a quality education for all of the students in their schools. It is precisely this 

work that the current study sought to explore. 

 

1.4 AIM 

Although it is understood that principals play a critical role in the development of 

sustainable inclusive schools, little research has been conducted in this area. 

Romanuck Murphy (2018) argues this is a concern: ‘The lack of educational leaders’ 

voices and their critical input into the dialogue about inclusive education creates an 

urgency and a gap in the research that needs to be filled’ (p. 251). After all, it is not 

until the perspectives of school principals are examined and understood, that their 

needs can be identified and addressed (Cobb, 2015). The aim of this research study 

was to build upon the small body of literature that had, at the time of writing this 

chapter, interrogated the work of primary school principals and leadership for inclusive 

education. This study did not set out to define a set of leadership practices that would 

guarantee an inclusive school, nor did it aspire to critique particular styles of 

leadership. Rather, it proposed to better understand primary school principals’ 

attitudes towards and knowledges of inclusive education, and in what ways these 

influenced the leadership practices they adopted. The purpose of this study was 

descriptive, to capture the ideas and understandings, feelings and opinions, struggles 

and successes that principals have had around inclusive education, within the context 

of the schools, communities and the systems in which they work. Kellar and Slayton 

(2016) identify a gap in ‘qualitative studies that describe and explain the way leaders’ 

efforts are shaped by their contexts, their own beliefs, skills and understanding about 

leadership, and the subsequent actions they undertake to accomplish their goals’ 

(p.691). It is hoped this study will provide a small contribution to help fill that gap. 

 

1.5 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

A conceptual framework was developed specially for this study, utilising the work 

of Urie Bronfenbrenner. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecology of Education (1976) situated the 
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student at the centre of a set of nested systems, with each system comprising different 

factors. Factors affect, through various types of relationships, other factors within their 

own systems as well as those sitting in other systems, all having some level of 

influence on the educational experience of the student at the centre. The Ecology of 

Education recognised that education does not transpire in a vacuum; as a construct 

education relies on relationships and interactions, and has many influences, including 

those from historical, social, and political contexts. For the purpose of this study, 

Bronfenbrenner’s work was reconceptualised to reflect the nuances of inclusive 

education, with the Ecology of Inclusive Education the result (Anderson et al., 2014). 

The Ecology of Inclusive Education provided a framework to enable the focus of this 

study, leadership for inclusive education, to be explored within the complicated 

contexts in which it exists, without the need to try and ‘tidy up’ the messiness, the 

reality, of the work that happens in schools each and every day. It satisfied the 

researcher’s ontological position that these realities need to be acknowledged in order 

to better understand the constructs under investigation. Further discussion about this 

framework and its development is presented in Chapter 2. It should be noted that since 

the publication of this framework, a number of researchers have used concepts 

outlined in the Ecology of Inclusive Education to frame their research studies (for 

example see Óskarsdótter et al., 2020; Walton et al., 2020). 

 

1.6 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

A relationship of reciprocal influence prevails between the constructs of 

knowledge, attitude, and behaviour (as was explored earlier). These constructs are in 

turn influenced by the factors that exist within the contexts in which they are developed 

and practised. Therefore, it is of benefit to interrogate phenomena ‘from the 

perspective that these three dimensions [knowledge, attitude, and behaviour] can and 

do interact’ (Schrader & Lawless, 2004, p. 12), within the ecologies in which they 

occur. The research questions below were designed to do just that. 

1.6.1 Central question 

The central research question addressed by this study: 

• How do the attitudes towards, and knowledges of, inclusive education 

impact leadership practices adopted by primary school principals? 
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1.6.2 Guiding questions 

 The guiding questions that framed this study: 

• Guiding question 1 

What attitudes do primary school principals hold towards inclusive 

education? 

• Guiding question 2 

How do primary school principals know the constructs of inclusion and 

exclusion? 

• Guiding question 3 

What leadership practices do primary school principals adopt to enact 

inclusive education within their schools?  

A multi-case, instrumental design (Stake, 2005) was employed to answer the 

research questions. Seven principals each participated in two semi-structured in-depth 

interviews, and selected school documentation was analysed. During the interviews 

participants were asked to reflect upon their own work as the positional leaders of 

inclusive education reform within their schools. The responses given then guided the 

analysis of the school’s documentation. 

 

1.7 SIGNIFICANCE 

Inclusive education is at a crossroads (Boyle & Anderson, in press). There are 

those who believe it has failed to live up to all that it promised (Kauffman et al., 2018; 

Imray & Colley, 2017) while others continue to vehemently advocate for its 

implementation (Graham, 2020; Slee, 2018b). In spite of these ongoing debates, 

inclusive education is still at the forefront of the work of many global organisations 

(such as the OECD, UNESCO and UNICEF), and education systems around the world 

still enshrine the construct within their policy documents. If Artiles’ (2003) assertion 

that ‘societal inequalities are reproduced in educational systems’ (p. 169) is accepted, 

then educators and researchers must work to disrupt what is happening and create 

systems and schools where access and opportunities are provided equally to all 

(Hoorens et al., 2013). The responsibility for the enactment of inclusive education 

across many education systems sits with schools, therefore the leaders of these 

schools, the principals, are powerful actors in the success (or not) of the construct 

(Salisbury, 2006). Given the complexity of the role of the school principal, their 
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endeavours to work in the inclusive education space must be understood within the 

broader context of the work they do. 

A study conducted by Graham and Spangagou (2011) almost a decade ago 

investigated the work of principals in New South Wales, Australia. It found that 

‘principals’ attitudes towards inclusive education and their success in engineering 

inclusive practices within their school are significantly affected by their own conception 

of what ‘inclusion’ and ‘being inclusive’ means’ (p.233). Their findings illustrated that 

many principals misconstrued the term ‘inclusive education’ and used the language of 

‘inclusion’ and ‘integration’ synonymously, resulting in the consistent use of 

exclusionary practices within their schools. This study is the only one of its type in 

Australia, and in fact there has been very little work in this area on a global scale. Yet 

what it demonstrates is a very important link between principals’ attitudes towards and 

knowledge of inclusive education, and the work that is happening in their schools. The 

influential relationship between who principals are and what they believe in, and the 

work they do, was highlighted by Drysdale and Gurr (2011), but little research has 

been done around this in the inclusive education space. Tan (2018) also exposed a 

gap in the research investigating the relationship between the work principals do and 

the contexts in which they are operating. Understanding and responding to school 

context is an important part of the work principals do (Grootenboer & Hardy, 2017) 

and successful leaders ‘align their leadership practices with their own unique 

contextual requirements’ (Noman et al., 2018, p. 476). When leading for inclusive 

education, context is paramount (Niesche & Keddie, 2016). 

This study sought to build upon the small amount of literature exploring the work 

of school principals as leaders for inclusive education by making an important and 

original contribution to the existing body of knowledge in this area in the following 

ways: 

1. Capture the attitudes towards and knowledges of inclusive education by 

principals; 

2. Contribute to the understanding of practices utilised by principals in their work 

to be leaders for inclusive education; 

3. Scrutinise the influential relationship between attitudes towards and 

knowledges of inclusive education, and leadership practices; 
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4. Contribute to the understanding of the complex nature of leading for inclusive 

education within current educational contexts; 

5. Contribute to the national and international discussion about the role of 

principals as leaders for inclusive education; 

6. Explore the usefulness of the Ecology of Inclusive Education as a conceptual 

framework for studying different aspects of inclusive education within the 

contexts in which it is occurring.  

This study is also significant in its approach to understanding the wicked problem 

of inclusive education and school leadership (a notion that is explored in Chapter 2), 

within the broad context in which it occurs. While a definitive solution to the problem 

is not presented here (and given the nature of wicked problems this was never the 

intention of this study), the qualitative case study design provides a rich narrative in 

response to the research questions, and this is significant it itself. As Slee (2011) 

attests, ‘an important step towards making inclusive education work is building a 

catalogue of the stories of schools’ (p. 48).  

 

1.8 DEFINITIONS  

The following four terms are used frequently throughout this thesis. While each can 

be understood in different ways, the definitions provided below are the consistent 

meanings that sit behind the use of these terms within this study. 

1.8.1 Inclusive education 

The definition of inclusive education used for this study was adopted by the 

committee responsible for the Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(CRPD) in 2016 (of which Australia is a signatory) and is referred to in General 

Comment No. 4. While it sits within a document specific to persons with disabilities, 

this definition does refer to all students, and therefore meets the broader 

understanding of inclusive education that has been taken in this study. Inclusive 

education: 

…involves a process of systemic reform embodying changes and 

modifications in content, teaching methods, approaches, structures and 

strategies in education to overcome barriers with a vision serving to provide 

all students of the relevant age range with an equitable and participatory 

learning experience and environment that best corresponds to their 

requirements and preferences. (United Nations, 2016, para. 11) 
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While this definition does not stipulate a specific location, it can be assumed, when 

taking the CRPD definition of segregation into account, that inclusion happens within 

an environment in which students of all abilities and from all cultural groups, are 

educated. Segregation is not inclusion. Segregation is defined as: 

…when the education of students with disabilities is provided in separate 

environments designed or used to respond to particular or various 

impairments, in isolation from students without disabilities. (United Nations, 

2016, para. 11) 

 

1.8.2 Exclusion 

Exclusion, in the context of this study, is understood to mean anything that is not 

inclusive, as per the definition above. This notion stems from the work of Slee (2018b), 

who argues that any educational practices that are not inclusive should be viewed as 

exclusionary, however they are described and justified. Within this study integration, 

segregation, exclusion from any activities, tasks or from school, and disciplinary 

absences (suspensions and exclusions) are all considered forms of exclusion. 

1.8.3 Mainstream 

This term is used frequently within the educational discourse in Australia. It refers 

to ‘educational structures that are built for most (but not all) students’ (Graham, 2020, 

p. xxii), and is used to describe schools and classrooms that are not special education 

settings. It is not a synonym for inclusive education as it encompasses the ‘norms’ or 

‘standards’ that exist within the system which privilege those for whom schools were 

traditionally designed. 

1.8.4 Wicked problems 

Rittel and Webber (1973), in their seminal paper Dilemmas in a General Theory of 

Planning coined the term wicked problem to describe major social problems. The 

authors identified ten primary characteristics of wicked problems: 

1. There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem; 

2. Wicked problems have no stopping rule; 

3. Solutions to wicked problems are not true-false, but good-or-bad; 

4. There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a wicked problem; 

5. Every solution to a wicked problem is a ‘one-shot operation’; because there is 

no opportunity to learn by trial-and-error, every attempt counts significantly; 
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6. Wicked problems do not have an enumerable (or an exhaustively describable) 

set of potential solutions, nor is there a well-described set of permissible 

operations that may be incorporated into the plan; 

7. Every wicked problem is essentially unique; 

8. Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of another problem; 

9. The existence of a discrepancy representing a wicked problem can be 

explained in numerous ways. The choice of explanation determines the nature 

of the problem's resolution; 

10. The planner has no right to be wrong. 

When discussing wicked problems in public policy, Head (2008) described them as 

being ‘inherently resistant to a clear statement of the problem and resistant to a clear 

and agreed solution. Science cannot resolve these dilemmas by filling the gaps in 

empirical knowledge’ (p. 102). It is this understanding of a wicked problem that will sit 

behind the term’s use within this study. 

 

1.9 THESIS OUTLINE  

This introductory chapter has characterised the contexts for the study, from a 

global perspective to the location of the research, and described the aims, conceptual 

framework, research questions, and significance of this piece of work. The next 

chapter, Chapter 2, presents a review of relevant literature and includes an in-depth 

examination of the construct of inclusive education, why it has been it has been 

described as a wicked problem, school leadership for inclusive education, and the 

development of the Ecology of Inclusive Education. In Chapter 3 the methodology and 

research design for this study are described, including an explanation of the selection 

of participants, data collection and analysis methods, and ethical considerations. 

Chapter 4 presents the results of the study through an examination of the guiding 

questions for each of the seven cases. Chapter 5 offers an in-depth discussion of the 

results and seeks to answer the central research question within the context of the 

conceptual framework, the Ecology of Inclusive Education. Implications of the findings, 

further research and limitations of the study are also outlined in this chapter. The final 

chapter, Chapter 6, brings the study together and endeavours to leave the reader of 

this work some semblance of hope for a future that affords all children and young 

people an inclusive education. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  
 

This chapter provides a review of literature relevant to this study. It begins 

with an interrogation of inclusive education as a wicked problem (section 2.1), 

then a discussion of inclusive education in the global context is presented 

(section 2.2). School leadership for inclusive education is examined next 

(section 2.3) followed by a brief discussion on types of leadership (section 2.4). 

Section 2.5 provides a detailed description of the development of the 

conceptual framework used for this study, and in the final section, implications 

arising from this review of the literature are presented, with a brief lead into the 

research design for this study (section 2.6).  

 

2.1 THE WICKED PROBLEM OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION  

Inclusive education has been frequently characterised (though it should be 

noted this is not accepted by all (Norwich, 2013)), as a social movement 

(Ruppar et al., 2018), a way of doing education heralded as being able to 

‘change society’ (Carrington et al., 2019, p. 1). Despite this acclamation, the 

construct of inclusive education is contested (Norwich, 2013; Cigman, 2007), 

and has been described as a ‘fuzzy concept’ (Reindal, 2016, p. 5). It is so 

complex in fact, that some scholars consider it to be a wicked problem (Sailor, 

2017; Armstrong, 2017). 

Head (2008) explored the notion of wicked problems within the public policy 

domain. Education is directly influenced by public policy and hence, Head’s 

(2008) model of what constitutes a wicked problem is useful here, to help 

understand just how complex inclusive education is. Three elements are 

described, each of which must be present in order to qualify a problem as 

wicked; i) complexity of elements, sub-systems and interdependencies; ii) 

uncertainty in relation to risks, consequences of action, and changing patterns; 

and iii) divergence and fragmentation in viewpoints, values, strategic intentions 

(Head, 2008, p. 103). A diagrammatic representation of this idea is presented 

in Figure 2.1. 
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Figure 2.1: ‘Wicked’ as a combination of complexity, uncertainty and divergence (Head, 2008, 
p. 104). 

Inclusive education sits aptly in the centre. While it is not possible to interrogate 

every complex, uncertain and divergent nuance of the construct, a number of 

key challenges the wicked problem of inclusive education raises for educators 

are explored within this chapter. Forasmuch as inclusive education has been 

part of the educational discourse for more than a quarter of a century, it is 

perhaps a more vexed construct now than it has ever been.    

Despite having been part of the educational discourse for decades now, 

inclusive education is a reform with which many countries continue to grapple 

(Harris et al., 2020; Cooc & Kiru, 2018). One challenge which has proven 

insurmountable is the construction of a globally agreed upon definition (Arduin, 

2015). Inclusive education exists within complex cultural and social contexts 

(Duke et al., 2016) and Arduin (2015) points out, it is the ‘understandings, 

beliefs and assumptions’ (p. 112) of these contexts that will guide the way a 

phenomenon, such as inclusive education, is understood. Consequently, 

interpretations of inclusive education are going to differ from place to place and 

as contexts change over time (Carrington et al., 2019; Carrington et al., 2012), 

impacting discussions about everything from education policy, to curriculum 

and pedagogy, to school structures (Cooc & Kiru, 2018). This is evident in the 

variation between inclusive education policies, both within and between nations 

(Hardy & Woodcock, 2015).  

A notion that has been generally accepted is that inclusive education is 

broader than just disability (Reindal, 2016); it is now about the education of all 

students (Mac Ruairc, 2020; Stylianou, 2017). This in itself presents an 
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interesting challenge. With this increasingly broad understanding of inclusive 

education the diversity that sits under this umbrella has widened (Norwich, 

2012), with pregnancy, ethnicity, culture and language all being considered 

diversities for which inclusive education must now provide (Qvortrup & 

Qvortrup, 2018; Stylianou, 2017). More recently, those from the LGBTQ 

community have also become part of this debate (Hope & Hall, 2018), clearly 

illustrating the fluidity of the concept of diversity. This highlights the fact that 

what (or perhaps who) is considered ‘diverse’, and how this presents, is 

determined by the social context in which it exists (Cooc & Kiru, 2018). It goes 

without saying diversity will look different within different contexts, both within 

and between nations. This brings into question the ‘who’ of inclusive education. 

Which categories of diversity is inclusive education to provide for? Which 

students are to be included within mainstream schools? What happens for 

those who are excluded? (Slee, 2011). Will all students want to be included? 

(Norwich, 2013). All very difficult questions to answer. Perhaps this is why many 

researchers, such as Professor Linda Graham (Graham, 2020), adhere tightly 

to the more bounded understanding of inclusive education as being about 

disability (Messiou, 2019), as it provides a narrower and arguably a more 

manageable space in which to discuss the construct. It could also be because 

inclusive education did emerge from within the special education debate, and 

much of the discourse around it still attaches itself to ‘residual ideas’ from each 

of the exclusion, segregation, and integration eras (Mac Ruairc, 2020), as is 

reflected in an emerging body of research which uses the term ‘inclusive special 

education’, as a synonym for inclusive education (see Romanuck Murphy, 

2018).  

Having grown out of the field of special education, inclusive education 

consistently gets entangled in the politics of disability and education (Artiles & 

Kozleski, 2016). While unpacking this in any detail is beyond the scope of this 

chapter (see Thomas, 2013, for a more in-depth discussion), the challenges 

from special educators to protect what has traditionally been their educational 

space, are real (Sailor, 2017). Slee (2018a) describes the recent push against 

inclusive education from within the special education field as a ‘reassertion of 

brand special education’ (p. 24). Advocates of special education have fought to 
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maintain separate provisions for students with disability, in the form of 

segregated classes and special schools (Avissar, 2018). The argument is 

based on the premise that this segregation is needed - it is for their own good 

(Slee, 2018b) - because ‘special and general education are actually different’ 

(Kauffman et al., 2018, p. 3). The argument goes that inclusive education, with 

its focus on place of education rather than on the instruction of education, 

places students with disabilities at a disadvantage (Kauffman et al., 2018), and 

therefore separate placements are required. It is interesting to note that the 

understanding of inclusive education these proponents of special education 

have adopted here is one that many advocates of full inclusion have moved 

beyond (as will be discussed shortly). Teachers’ abilities are also brought into 

question. Imray and Colley (2017) argue that there are few, if any, teachers 

who have the capacity to teach what they describe as ‘extremely heterogenous 

groups of students’ (p. 6).  These authors position full inclusion as the enemy 

of special education, with statements such as this: ‘full inclusion seems to be 

intent on abolishing special schools and classes’ (p. 6). Assertions made by 

special educationalists, such as those described here, have set the debate as 

one centred around ‘inclusion versus non-inclusion’ (Jackson et al., 2018), 

rather than on considering the education of students with disability within the 

broader context (see Florian, 2019, for a further discussion of this).  

Any social movement that confronts ‘categories of difference’ is going to 

face challenges by virtue of the ‘cultural history meanings and baggage’ 

attached to it (Artiles & Kozleski, 2016, p. 13). When people with varied 

understandings and values of difference attempt to find solutions for a wicked 

problem such as inclusive education, these solutions are at risk of becoming 

‘caught up in conflicts’ among them (Sailor, 2017, p. 1). Perhaps this explains, 

in some part, the fact that despite having been part of the lexicon for decades, 

‘inclusive education is still like an island, considered as a separate territory from 

mainstream education, with its own discourses, policies and practices’ 

(Thomas, 2013, p. 475). This may also be part of the reason that defining what 

inclusive education actually is, has been such a challenge. 
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2.1.1 In pursuit of a definition  

The complexity of inclusive education as a construct has meant that the 

formation of a globally accepted definition of what it is and what it should look 

like has proven to be very difficult (Shyman, 2015). Norwich (2013) points out 

that even within systems, the term inclusive education can mean different 

things when used in different contexts. A number of scholars have identified 

two distinctly different paradigms for defining inclusive education within the 

literature (Nes et al., 2018). Sailor (2017) describes the first, from a post-

positivist view as being about placement, which he deems to be ‘insufficient to 

realise academic and social gains’ (p. 5) (note: this is the perspective from 

which the detractors of inclusive education, as discussed previously, position 

themselves). The second, stemming from a sociological, constructivist position, 

is about equity, and focusses on schools and the systems in which they 

operate. It is from this second viewpoint that a working definition for this study 

will be considered.  

Ruppar et al. (2018) describe inclusive education as ‘the process of 

education within spaces that are designed for and welcoming to all learners’ (p. 

779). For this to occur, Slee’s (2018a) assertion that it should be about the 

identification and dismantling of ‘barriers to education for all children so that 

they have access to, are present and participate in and achieve optimal 

academic and social outcomes from school’ (p. 2), must happen. A search of 

the literature found three consistent ideas in discussion about inclusive 

education: participation, achievement, and value (Anderson et al., 2014), all of 

which align with the understandings of Ruppar et al. (2018) and Slee (2018a). 

Yet the language used within descriptions such as these are not without their 

problems. For instance, Vandenbussche and De Schauwer (2018) question the 

use of the term inclusive education, arguing that what it means and looks like 

within different contexts is different, and until terms such as this have some 

consistent meaning attached to them, any definitions or understanding of the 

construct is problematic. Slee (2011) suggests looking at it from the perspective 

of what it is not, rather than arguing about what it is. Wrigley et al. (2012) concur, 

stating: 
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It is our contention that inclusion, adequately defined, is a central 

issue for all schools. With Slee (2011), we would acknowledge, 

however, that we need to spend more time on working against overt 

exclusions in schools than spending inordinate amounts of time 

defining inclusion. (p. 202) 

 

An exploration of everything that inclusive education is not, is unnecessary 

here. However, two ideas need to be briefly discussed to support the point 

made above. First, current education systems have been established around 

evaluative strategies (attendance rate, grades in standards tests, and so on) 

that assume the provision of the same education to all students will achieve the 

same or similar outcomes. There is much evidence to refute this sentiment, and 

in fact, research suggests these types of practices are exclusionary (Hammad, 

2018). So inclusive education is not about doing things the same way for every 

student. Second, inclusive education is not about placing blame for difference 

or failure within a student, but rather working to remove all barriers so that all 

students can achieve, both academically and socially (Graham, 2020). While 

unpacking what inclusive education is not certainly develops the understanding 

of what it should be, is it enough? There are those who say ‘no’. 

Qvortrup and Qvortrup (2018) argue that there is ‘an urgent need to develop 

a robust and operational definition of inclusion’ (p. 807), because, they say, 

without both a clear understanding of what inclusive education is and the 

challenges it faces, delivering it is not possible. Given the lack of consistent 

success inclusive education has had to date, perhaps they are right. Much work 

has been done on developing a workable definition. Topping (2012) contends 

that inclusive education should be viewed as a ‘journey, not a destination’ (p. 

9), and Ainscow (2016) refers to it as ‘a process’ (p. 147). Both of these notions 

align with the understanding that inclusive education ‘is tightly bound to context’ 

(Mac Ruairc et al., 2013, p. 1); as a context changes over time, what inclusive 

education means and how it is enacted will also change. Accordingly, any 

definition must be flexible enough to embrace this.  

It is important to note, before moving on, that many education systems have 

policy documents that contain definitions of inclusive education. Within these, 

practices such as segregating students into ‘special’ or ‘inclusive’ classrooms, 
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or into special education schools, are still occurring. Perhaps it is a lack of 

understanding of what inclusive education actually is that has many 

exclusionary practices such as these occurring under the guise of inclusive 

education. Confusion around the construct has provided ‘a cover’ for ‘practice 

that can fall short of the mark’ (Mac Ruairc, 2020). As Slee (2018b) laments, 

‘exclusion by any name remains exclusion’ (p. 92). 

For the purpose of this study, the definition of inclusive education that will 

frame the research was adopted by the committee responsible for the 

Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 2016 and is referred to 

in General Comment No. 4. Inclusive education: 

…involves a process of systemic reform embodying changes and 

modifications in content, teaching methods, approaches, structures 

and strategies in education to overcome barriers with a vision 

serving to provide all students of the relevant age range with an 

equitable and participatory learning experience and environment 

that best corresponds to their requirements and preferences. (United 

Nations, 2016, para. 11) 

 

This definition is not without its issues, including some of those already 

discussed. Most notably, it contains language that may be misinterpreted 

(Graham, 2020), and without a clear understanding of what these terms actually 

mean within the contexts in which it is adopted, enactments of it will vary. 

Despite the problems, at the time of writing, the educational system in which 

this study was situated had adopted this definition as part of its inclusive 

education agenda. Additionally, while this definition does exist within a 

document supporting the education of people with disabilities, the definition 

itself refers to all students, and views it from a sociological, constructivist 

position, rather than it just being about place (Graham, 2020), aligning with the 

researcher’s paradigm of inclusive education.  

2.1.2 Value and power  

Understanding the role of value, particularly societal value, is important 

when interrogating inclusive education. Education is an inextricably political act 

(Furlong, 2013), one that Schostak (2019) argues has been reduced to ‘an 

economic and policy function’ that perpetuates rather than challenges the 
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status quo within societies (p. 1109). The values held by any society directly 

influence what happens within educational policy, and therefore understanding 

what that value system is can identify barriers and possible changes required 

to move inclusive education forward (Arduin, 2015). Values change, so 

situating and understanding inclusive education within the current socio-

political and historical contexts in which it operates, is important (Anderson et 

al., 2014). What is valued in terms of knowledge is also dependent on context; 

technological skills are highly valued today in many nations, whereas this was 

not the case 30 years ago (Brighouse et al., 2016). Value must be considered 

in three ways when discussing inclusive education. First, the value of inclusive 

education itself, as a construct. Second, in relation to the values that it enacts, 

and finally in the contribution it can make to the values of society (Terzi, 2014). 

Norwich (2014) states that ‘it is this mix of values that can lead to significant 

ambiguities in its meaning’ (p. 496). While unpacking this notion is beyond the 

scope of this thesis, it does highlight two things. First, the influential relationship 

between value and inclusive education, and the complexity of it. As Norwich 

(2013) points out ‘the design of schools cannot be seen outside the wider 

political and social context of the purpose and functions of schools within 

society and the economy’ (p. 111). Second, what is valued within political and 

social contexts matters. The ‘process of inclusion requires great courage in a 

world that has not yet learned to value difference’ (Hougaard, 2007, p. 4) and 

this brings the discussion to the notion of power. 

Inclusion necessitates the presence of exclusion and therefore the notion of 

power cannot be ignored when considering something as complex as inclusive 

education. While this could be a thesis in itself, two aspects will be interrogated, 

albeit briefly, here. The first will consider the idea that something of value exists 

that is worth being brought into or included in, and the second will focus on 

those who are selected to be included, and those who are not. 

Inclusive education assumes that what is delivered under the guise of 

education within schools is something that is worth being included in. Some 

argue this necessitates a reignition of the debate about what constitutes a ‘good 

education’ in this time of increasing heterogeneity in schools globally (Anderson 

& Boyle, 2020a). However, whatever it is that is currently happening within the 
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classroom, aspects of power become evident when considering including those 

previously excluded. Mac Ruairc (2013) describes it like this: 

…inclusion implies a bringing in and therefore carries within it a 

presupposition of a centre/an ideal centre or a place worthy of being 

brought into. Whether this is viewed as a tightly bound spatial 

metaphor or a more loosely formed patterned space, particular 

patterns of prestige and privilege are identifiable. (p. 12) 

 

The centre is created by those with the privilege and power to do so (Frank, 

2016). With this comes a set of standards or norms by which success is 

determined, and if someone cannot meet these, they are deemed to require 

support so that they can successfully achieve them. The amount of support 

required is determined by the distance a student is from the centre; the further 

away they are the more support that is provided. If students are deemed to not 

be able to meet the standards or norms, they are excluded. It is the question 

asked by Artiles and Kozleski (2007) that highlights the role power plays in this. 

‘Whose centres and margins are used to define membership and create 

exclusions in the midst of inclusive schools?’ (p. 361). Mac Ruairc (2013) 

argues that the only way to understand why exclusion continues to occur is to 

deconstruct what sits at the centre, in a visible and transparent way. Until the 

‘normative assumptions’ are interrogated and identified, inclusive education 

cannot happen (Mac Ruairc, 2013, p. 12). Those who set the standards and 

norms that sit at the centre hold the power. Students who have been excluded 

may not identify with the ‘centre’ into which they are being included (Artiles & 

Kozleski, 2007), and if this leads to perceived failure, they will again be 

excluded. This reinforces Mac Ruairc’s (2013) point about patterns of prestige 

and privilege. Freire (2000) argues that this centre, where standards and norms 

are determined by those with the power and privilege to do so, perpetuates 

oppression of excluded groups. Artiles and Kozleski (2007) question the extent 

to which those who determine what sits at the centre understand oppression, 

and whether the expectation is that all students should ‘assimilate to 

mainstream institutions and practices’ (p. 361). Qvortrup and Qvortrup (2018) 

describe the work of German sociologist Markus Schroer (2008) who describes 

‘total inclusion’ as being an extreme concept, where students are merged into 
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the system they are included into and as a consequence, lose their individuality. 

That individuality is likely to be what ousted them to the margins in the first 

place. Horsthemke (2017) offers a solution: those who are on the margins 

should have self-determination when it comes to what they are included into 

and what they are excluded from. For some this notion of agency may not be 

as straight forward as it could be for others, due to factors such as disability, 

compulsory schooling, and lack of choice. Yet this brings to light the importance 

of doing inclusive education well, with an understanding of students who are on 

the margins, oppression, and the role power has played in this.  

The second significant issue that needs to be explored when discussing 

power is who is in and who is out, and who makes this decision (Woodcock & 

Hardy, 2017). Qvortrup and Qvortrup (2018) cite the work of Luhmann (1997), 

who describes inclusion or exclusion at the organisational level as being about 

‘membership’, and whether membership is obtained or not is based on a 

decision, often made in relation to formalised criteria. Schools are of course 

organisations, and so it must be acknowledged that those who are included into 

or excluded from school, or from certain aspects of schooling, will be subject to 

meeting (or not), in certain situations, formalised criteria; criteria that have been 

determined by someone with the power to do so (Qvortrup & Qvortrup, 2018).  

Disproportionate numbers of students identified as having educational 

needs come from disadvantaged and minority groups (Kvande et al., 2018; 

Othman, 2018). This is a global phenomenon (Thomas, 2013) that is more 

prevalent in high-incidence disabilities such as learning disabilities, and 

emotional and social disorders, rather than low-incidence disabilities, such as 

cerebral palsy or blindness (Othman, 2018). What is interesting to note about 

this is that these high-incidence disabilities are those that are based on a social 

and behavioural model of diagnosis rather than the medical model (Vallas, 

2009), which again brings into question the disabling effects of education itself. 

Thomas (2013) argues that educational need is identified through comparisons 

between ‘normality and abnormality, success and failure, the functional and the 

dysfunctional’ (p. 482). He attributes these comparisons as being the ‘root of 

segregation’ (p. 481), as well as the conjugate that saps students of their 

‘status, identity and self-belief’ (p. 481). It is against these comparisons that 
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students from minority backgrounds are much more likely to be considered to 

be failing than those from the majority, and therefore in need of some ‘help’ to 

reach the standard or ‘norm’. This type of response, it is argued, is hindering 

the ‘structural change in schools’ that is required for them to become truly 

inclusive (Thomas, 2013, p. 484). Tomlinson (2017) sets this challenge: ‘Maybe 

it would be more honest now to confess that some societies, especially the 

economically unequal ones, really want a hierarchical education system, which 

reproduces itself’ (p. 14). As long as education systems continue to pursue and 

classify difference, the power of the standard or the norm is reinstated (Mac 

Ruairc, 2013). Evidence in the educational outcomes, both academic and 

social, of students from minority, disadvantaged or vulnerable backgrounds, 

supports this notion (Slee, 2018b).  

2.1.3 The perennial fight 

Education carries a large amount of responsibility when it comes to 

improving global inequality, and while not everyone thinks this is as it should 

be (Muller, 2018), it must be acknowledged that education matters. Educational 

attainment has been shown to improve life outcomes (Wilkinson & Pickett, 

2010) and expanding equitable access to education ‘enhance(s) its contribution 

to social equity’ (Harber, 2014, p. 20). The challenge is that this expansion must 

happen within schools and classrooms that are becoming increasingly diverse, 

with greater heterogeneity than ever before (Horsthemke, 2017).  

Research has shown many positive outcomes, for everyone, when inclusive 

practices are successfully enacted within schools. Artiles & Kozleski (2007) 

describe why: ‘the act of creating access for those who have been excluded 

changes the learning environment from a reproductive and assimilative context 

to a generative and inventive one’ (p. 362). Students and teachers alike 

increase their tolerance, understanding and value of difference (Boyle et al., 

2011), perpetuating the continued development and improvement of an 

inclusive school culture. Within this environment, teachers are encouraged and 

challenged to use a variety of pedagogies and strategies to cater for the 

different learning needs and this can have a positive impact on all students (De 

Bruin, 2020). In addition, a study by Allan (2009) identified students as 

advocates of inclusive education as they saw ‘themselves as needing exposure 
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to the diversity they are expected to live with as adults’ (p. 246). Inclusive 

education has been shown to increase the employability of school leavers and 

reduce inequalities in both economic (OECD, 2010) and social outcomes 

(Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010). It has the potential to break cycles of disadvantage 

(Snow & Powell, 2012), as well as increase the skills of people, leading to 

increased innovation and productivity, and subsequently to long-term economic 

viability (OECD, 2010); an outcome that benefits everyone. 

In spite of the arguments made above (albeit briefly), assumptions cannot 

be made that all who live within communities value a just and fair society 

(Rawls, 2001), or consider equitable education as something that should be 

afforded to all. Discrimination still, and will probably always, exist (Loreman et 

al., 2011). Slee (2018b) contends this is because exclusion is a social 

phenomenon. Whatever its cause, questions need to be asked about the 

purpose of the practice - is it for the benefit of those being excluded, or for the 

perceived benefit of those being excluded from (Slee, 2011)? This is a 

confronting question, particularly in light of the consequences of exclusionary 

educational practices.  

Exclusion can present itself directly through segregation, or more subtly 

through practices such as labelling (see Lauchlan & Boyle, 2020, for a 

discussion on the impact of labelling). Slee (2011) describes these exclusionary 

practices as an opportunity to ‘separate and sort children into their allotted 

tracks, into the streams that assign them to unequal destinations’ (p. 151). The 

ramifications of these unequal destinations can be profound. Educational 

attainment is impacted, as ‘when we expect to be viewed as inferior, our abilities 

seem to be diminished’ (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010, p.113). Research has 

shown that students who do not form positive attachments at school are much 

more likely to engage in problem behaviours, such as drug taking (Henry et al., 

2009) and delinquency (Payne et al., 2003). On top of this, evidence from the 

United States has shown a direct correlation between school achievement and 

violent behaviour, and students disengaging from school are more likely to end 

up within the justice system (Henry et al., 2012). Students who do not 

successfully engage with or have attachments at school have poorer life 

outcomes, through lower rates of employment, lower incomes, poorer housing, 
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higher crime rates, poorer health, increased family breakdowns (Topping, 

2012), and increased substance abuse, teenage pregnancy, mental health 

issues, and lower life expectancy (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010). Along with the 

ethical issues surrounding this level of inequity, it comes with a high economic 

and social cost to communities (OECD, 2010).  

Despite the evidence, there are still those who continue to argue the need 

for segregation and exclusion, and actively work against the notion of inclusive 

education. Kauffman (2017) describes full inclusion as ‘an illness threatening 

the wellness of its more limited version’ (p. 2), an interesting comment as it 

highlights the belief that inclusive education can be considered inclusive, even 

if it is not for everyone. Imray and Colley (2017) candidly conclude that inclusive 

education ‘has become a recurring trope of academic writing on education; it is 

trotted out as an eternal and unarguable truth, but it is neither. It doesn’t work, 

and it never has worked. Inclusion is dead’ (p. 1). Slee (2018a) admits that 

inclusive education has experienced challenges, and questions whether what 

has happened to date under the guise of the construct has been more about 

the relocation of special education into mainstream school, rather than about 

the reform of schools themselves. This is something with which other advocates 

of inclusive education concur (see Thomas, 2013; Boyle & Anderson, in press). 

Graham (2020) argues that inclusive education in many countries has been 

expected to work within ‘inflexible twentieth-century education system(s)…built 

with only particular students in mind’ (p.20). If inclusive education has not been 

given the conditions it needs to be successful, that is reform at the system as 

well as the school level, then saying it ‘doesn’t work’ could be considered to be 

unfair. Inclusive education is worth fighting for. ‘Reducing inequality leads to a 

very much better society’ (Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010, p. 197), for everyone. 

Inclusive education is about more than just education, it is about the ‘dignity 

and well-being’ of all children (Reindal, 2016, p. 9).  Reindal goes on to argue 

that because of this, the discussion should not be about the ‘why’ of inclusive 

education, but the ‘how’. Sailor (2017) agrees, stating that the question that 

should now be asked is ‘how best to deliver the goods?’ (p. 8). Regardless of 

the wicked problem label attached to inclusive education, it has value and is 

worth pursuing (Boyle & Anderson, in press). While Head (2008) cautions that 
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these types of public policy problems do not have a ‘single best approach to 

tackling’ (p. 106) them, he argues that ‘new strategic thinking needs to be 

championed within the public sector’ (p.115) to provide ‘new approaches’ (p. 

115) to dealing with wicked problems, such as inclusive education.  

 

2.2 INCLUSIVE EDUCATION IN THE GLOBAL CONTEXT 

The literature suggests that there is still a ‘substantial distance between the 

conceptualisation of inclusive education and its implementation’ (Artiles & 

Kozleski, 2016, p. 7). Despite decades of rhetoric, policy and reform many 

education systems have stagnated in their journey to become more inclusive 

(Timberlake, 2018; Ryndak et al., 2014) and have not progressed beyond what 

can only be described as integration (Graham, 2020; Ruppar et al., 2018), or 

as Orru (2018) describes it, pseudoinclusion (p. 766). Salovitta (2018) argues 

that ‘the pressure for change’ placed onto systems has led to ‘symbolic 

transformation’ (p. 568) rather than real sustainable development. Perhaps this 

could be, in part, because of the reluctance on the part of governments to be 

guided by ‘experts’, and when policies are developed and adopted, they are 

subject to ‘abrupt change in political cycles and policy directions’ (Walter et al., 

2020, p. 9). Consequently, much of the work for inclusive education reform has 

been (and still is) placed at the feet of schools (Ainscow et al., 2013; Thomson, 

Lingard & Wrigley, 2012) and when things do not work as the systemic policy 

or programme dictates, fault is placed on the school. Van de Putte et al. (2018) 

describe this ‘problematic individualisation of accountability and responsibility’ 

as a result of the inclusive education agenda being rolled out alongside a 

‘neoliberal audit strategy’ where schools are monitored, measured and 

controlled (p. 898). Mac Ruairc (2020) concurs: ‘This task is not easy, 

positioned as schools are in a world where demands are placed on them to 

perform in particular ways and to deliver and make visible outcomes derived 

from predetermined norms and expectations’ (p. 66).  A recent study looking at 

a programme in New Zealand designed to help get students with complex 

behaviour needs back into their local schools is an example of this. The authors 

describe the rhetoric of the program as ‘sound’, but identified many issues in its 

execution, so much so that the program was deemed to have failed (Gasson et 
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al., 2018, p. 634). This case illustrates that where responsibility is placed on the 

individual school to enact the change, without systemic reform, challenges can 

be difficult to overcome.  

Some argue that there is now a global acceptance that inclusive education 

must provide a continuum of support, with segregated and special school 

settings for some students, a necessary part of this (Avissar, 2018). De Bruin 

(2020) explained why, ‘segregated special-education settings are ‘inclusive’ by 

the virtue of the fact they specially cater for and/or do not exclude students with 

disability’ (p. 51). It should be noted that De Bruin rejects this notion, as do 

Woodcock and Hardy (2017), who state that an acceptance of ‘approaches that 

attempt to justify the ‘norming’ of some students as worthy of exclusion from 

educational settings’ (p. 672) must be challenged. Yet even in nations that have 

been celebrated as being ‘inclusive’, such as Italy and Norway, rates of 

segregation of students, both into special schools and into special classrooms 

within mainstream schools, is on the increase (Nes et al., 2018). Further 

research in Italy found that inclusive education ‘is far from being fully accepted 

by the education community in general’ (Murdaca et al., 2018). At this point in 

time, no country can purport to have a truly inclusive education system, one 

where all students are engaged and succeeding in their local schools (Boyle & 

Anderson, in press). However, there are a number of countries with systems 

further along this path than others, so progress is possible (Arduin, 2015; 

Thomas, 2013). Yet the number of students being excluded from mainstream 

classrooms within their local schools is on the increase globally (Tomlinson, 

2017).  

2.2.1 Challenges facing inclusive education reform 

The term inclusive education continues to appear in much of the education 

policy around the world, despite any one nation being able to claim successful 

implementation. Slee (2018b) argues that this rhetoric in policy has ‘become an 

empty language’ (p. 20). Perhaps the struggle of inclusive education to really 

take hold can be attributed to the unquestionable fact that it has been enacted 

alongside other reform agendas, such as standardisation and competition 

(Schlessinger, 2018), which run counterintuitively to the philosophical 

underpinnings of inclusive education. Artiles and Kozleski (2016) describe this 
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as a collision between inclusive education and these other agendas. The above 

authors also note that, paradoxically, there has been conflict between other 

reform agendas that stem from a social justice ideal and inclusive education. 

An example can be seen in the ‘no excuses’ or ‘zero tolerance’ policies around 

student behaviour, a seemingly fair set of policies that are purported to be 

concerned with student safety and learning. Failure to adhere to behavioural 

expectations is attributed to the individual, with any consequence of labelling, 

segregation and/or exclusion then considered justifiable (Damianidou & 

Phtiaka, 2018). Gordon (2018) describes a noteworthy link between school 

discipline and diagnostic assessment: disengagement and disruption leads to 

diagnostic assessment and labelling, which leads to alternative educational 

placements. It is interesting to note here that tolerance for certain types of 

behaviour has diminished in recent years, and therefore more students than 

ever are being caught up by this ‘no excuses’ approach to discipline (Graham, 

2018b). Disturbingly, there is much evidence to suggest that students who are 

caught up in the consequences of these policies are disproportionately 

represented by those from disadvantaged, minority and/or vulnerable 

backgrounds (Armstrong, 2018a, Graham, 2018b; Slee, 2018a). Rather than 

helping the situation, these policies, touted as stemming from a social justice 

paradigm, may actually exacerbate existing issues (American Psychological 

Association, 2008). This is another example of what Slee (2018a) describes as 

‘the social construction of disablement in and by education’ (p. 27). This type of 

paradoxical policy implementation is challenging for practitioners (Ekins, 2013); 

when there are competing discourses from different sectors within an 

educational organisation, to which are they to adhere? 

Inclusive education faces many other challenges. There is a perception that 

inclusive education costs more (Timberlake, 2018), causes higher levels of 

stress in teachers (Weiss et al., 2019), and can have a negative impact upon 

students without additional needs (Gottfried, 2014). There is much evidence to 

refute these claims (see De Bruin, 2020; Timberlake, 2018; Slee, 2018b), and 

interestingly, in a study looking at teacher stress in Germany, researchers 

found that the better inclusive practices were implemented, the lower the levels 

of stress experienced by the teachers (Weiss et al., 2019). However, these 
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perceptions still persist and are used by some as a reason to refute the notion 

of inclusive education. 

Research also plays its part. The complexities of inclusive education, with 

challenges to a consistent understanding of what it is and who it is for, means 

that research into ways of making it work also ‘come up against inevitable 

challenges’ (Ruppar et al., 2018, p. 791). A study looking at the literature on 

inclusive education between 2005 and 2015 found that many of these studies 

focussed only on certain groups of students and therefore was itself ‘contrary 

to the principles of inclusive education’ (Messiou, 2019, p. 146). Universities 

also make a contribution. Studies of inclusive education are often delivered 

alongside courses in special education via different departments and faculties 

from the general education courses, establishing this notion of difference and 

separation in pre-service teachers right from the beginning of their careers 

(Jackson et al., 2018).  

As discussed earlier, there is also resistance from the special education 

sector. This is not present only in academia but reflected in the work of both 

special and general education teachers in schools. A recent study found that 

the work of these two groups, when supporting students with additional needs, 

was more often than not divided rather than shared. Each teacher had their 

own separate roles, determined by whether they were a special education or a 

general education teacher (Nilsen, 2017). This determination to hold onto the 

traditional role of the special education teacher is not surprising when research 

shows that special educators are unsure of what their role is within the realm of 

inclusive education, and if, in fact, they even have one (Palikara et al., 2019). 

This is by no means an exhaustive discussion on the challenges facing 

inclusive education in the current climate. Yet it is easy to see they represent a 

broad spectrum of areas, and when considered together present a very 

complex problem, a wicked problem (Armstrong, 2017). Real, sustainable 

progress requires traditional systems that promote and sustain exclusionary 

practices are dismantled (Artiles & Kozleski, 2016), and while a necessary 

reform, it is a long-term proposition that many systems have yet to accept. In 

the meantime, much of the responsibility for enacting inclusive education sits 

with individual schools. As a consequence, Mac Ruairc (2013) argues that 
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school leadership is central to ‘changing the model, articulating alternatives and 

moving closer to a more inclusive society’ (p. 16).  

 

2.3 SCHOOL LEADERSHIP FOR INCLUSIVE EDUCATION  

Kukun et al. (2013) describe schools as ‘complex and unique’ institutions 

(p. 111); they consist of numerous complicated, messy and changeable 

environments (Ainscow et al., 2013). As the world changes, so does the role of 

the school leader (Angelides, 2012). There has been a recognition in the past 

decade of the ‘increasingly complex demands’ (Cranston, 2008, p. 593) being 

placed on school leaders, and the challenges and confusion this causes those 

in the role (Dinham, 2007). Arguably, one of the biggest contributors to this has 

been the increase in student diversity (Ainscow & Sandill, 2010). 

In an increasingly global community, societies are becoming more diverse 

(Beachum, 2011), and for school leaders this ‘is a challenging reality’ (Portela, 

2013, p. 35). School leaders who fail to acknowledge, recognise or are 

uncomfortable with this, are ‘destined to more exclusion, frustration and tears’ 

(Precey, 2013, p. 63). Evidence suggests that historically, school leaders have 

perpetuated social injustices that exist in society (Shoho et al., 2011), through 

the use of exclusionary practices (Mac Ruairc, 2013). Just as the political, social 

and economic context will influence the work of the school (Toson et al., 2013), 

as social institutions schools themselves can be powerful influencers (Hoy & 

Miskel, 2012) on the communities in which they exist, and some of this influence 

can ‘have moral implications’ (Shoho et al., 2011, p. 43). School leaders must 

be cognisant of this (Toson et al., 2013) if they are to challenge rather than 

bolster, social injustice. Ultimately, school leadership is the domain of the 

school principal (Kukun et al., 2013), as it is the principal who is legally 

accountable for all that happens within the school fence (Edmunds & 

Macmillian, 2010). 

Research has consistently reflected the importance of school leadership, as 

a predictor of student achievement (Óskarsdótter et al., 2020; Sailor, 2017), 

student well-being (Abawi et al., 2018) and school culture (Piotrowsky, 2016; 

Fullan, 2014). Principals have a far-reaching level of influence on students, 

teachers, parents and the wider school community (Davies & Halsey, 2019); on 
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the ‘values, ideals, aspirations, emotions and identities’ of these different 

groups (Alvesson & Spicer, 2012, p. 384), as they are responsible for setting 

the vision and direction for the school (Obiakor et al., 2017). The way this 

influence presents itself is determined by the leadership practices adopted and 

applied by the principal (Leithwood et al., 2008). This dictates that principals 

are the key participant in directing school change and creating schools that 

support teachers to meet the needs of all students (Edmunds & Macmillian, 

2010), and they are identified as being even more important in schools with 

heterogeneous populations (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013). Principals must work 

to create a culture where the school takes responsibility for overcoming ‘socially 

constructed barriers to learning’ for all students (Ekins, 2013, p. 30); a school 

with a focus on inclusive education practices (Óskarsdótter et al., 2020; Carter 

& Abawi, 2018). After all, it is principals who are responsible for leading the 

schools in which the ‘next generation of youth who will work and operate on the 

global stage in diverse work environments’ (Faas et al., 2018, p. 470) will be 

educated. 

Given the importance of school leadership, it is not surprising that 

principalship is understood as being critical to the effectiveness of inclusion 

(Billingsley, DeMattews, Connally & McLeskey, 2018; Carter & Abawi, 2018; 

Edmund & McMillian, 2010). Successful inclusive education requires a principal 

who supports the construct (Qvortrup & Qvortrup, 2018; McLeskey & Waldon, 

2015) and understands both what it means and its philosophical underpinnings 

(Billingsley et al., 2018). Inclusive education is seen by many as idealistic, and 

for schools ‘to get beyond the rhetoric’ (Precey & Mazurkiewicz, 2013, p. 117) 

principals must cultivate ‘new understandings of learner diversity’ and promote 

‘a value-based approach to redressing the power imbalances and social 

hierarchies that subjugate and marginalise vulnerable groups of students’ 

(Liasidou & Svensson, 2014, p. 2). This requires a focus on both the academic 

and social aspects of the school so that there can be ‘no contradiction between 

striving for academic success and advocating for social justice’ (Merchant et 

al., 2012, p. 439). Fullan (2010), in his work looking at positive pressure 

concurs, arguing that different change agendas must be delivered as the new 

way of doing things, rather than as separate pieces of work.    
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Inclusive education will not happen without the influence and support of 

school principals (Forlin & Sin, 2010). It should be noted here, as Mac Ruairc 

(2020) illustrates, there is a difference between inclusive leadership, and 

leadership for inclusive education. While inclusive leadership encapsulates 

management practices such as effective use of teamwork, collaborations and 

distributive leadership, this style of leadership does not necessitate an inclusive 

school culture. Leadership for inclusive education, on the other hand, ‘requires 

an ethical stance, a deliberative and reflexive development of a mindset that 

seeks to explore difference and diversity and to problematise what is done with 

difference and diversity in order to create an inclusive culture within an 

organisation’ (Mac Ruairc, 2020, p. 59). The values that underpin and sit within 

inclusive education need to be embedded in all school wide policies and 

practices (Macmillan & Edmunds, 2010), and articulated constantly and 

consistently by those responsible for driving the reform. Whilst a link between 

these two ideas exists, it is the second aspect of leadership, that of leading for 

inclusive education, that is the focus of this study.  

2.3.1 The importance of knowing why 
Ajzen (1993) describes the ‘characteristic attribute of attitude’ as ‘its 

evaluative (pro-con, positive-negative) dimension’ (p.41), and as a 

consequence, attitudes matter! This is acknowledged by researchers in 

inclusive education with pre- and in-service teacher attitudes towards inclusive 

education the most commonly researched area in the field (Hernández-Torrano 

et al., 2020). Yet, in spite of a consensus about the importance of principals in 

the sustained development of inclusive school culture, little work has been done 

to understand their attitudes towards the construct (Romanuck Murphy, 2018). 

This is problematic, as while some studies within the small body of literature 

have found principals hold positive attitudes towards inclusive education (see 

Lyons et al., 2016), others have not (see Poon-McBrayer, 2017). With an 

understanding of the influential relationship between attitudes, knowledge and 

behaviour (as explored in Chapter 1), a negative attitude towards inclusive 

education is likely to impact negatively on the work of principals in their schools. 

This needs to be better understood. Another facet described by Schrader and 

Lawless (2004) that is worth noting here is the connectedness between 
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attitudes and contexts: ‘attitude is a function of the situation in which it occurs’ 

(p.11). This would suggest that any research into attitudes should be situated 

within the context in which the attitudes are developed. 

2.3.2 The importance of knowing that 
Knowledge is described as cognitive success, where something is known to 

be true and is understood (Steup & Neta, 2020). While seemingly 

straightforward, the construct of knowledge has been examined and debated 

by philosophers (and others) for millennia, and while a thorough examination of 

this work is not necessary here, it is important to recognise the term is a 

complex and contested one. For the sake of this discussion, the somewhat 

simple definition of knowledge as being the way something is understood has 

been adopted, but with that comes an acknowledgement of the centuries of 

discourse that are being overlooked.  

For knowledge to be understood as ‘uncontested’ and therefore ‘truth’, any 

challenge to it must be able to be disproven (Roos, 2017). While advocates of 

inclusive education may consider this to be the case, those who argue for 

specialised segregated education hold the same verve for their case, and given 

this, knowledge of inclusive education can arguably be characterised as 

‘contested’. As Roos (2017) notes, ‘when more than one set of heuristics for 

judging the accuracy, legitimacy, and value of certain knowledges applies, I 

argue that this area of knowledge is contested’ (p. 362). Inclusive education 

has not yet been described in the literature as ‘contested knowledge’, though it 

has been described as ‘hotly contested’ (Slee, 2011). Given this it is not 

surprising to find that within the limited research that has been done into 

leadership for inclusive education, principals know inclusive education in 

different, and sometimes conflicting, ways (Romanuck Murphy, 2018; Graham 

& Spandagou, 2011). Again, with the influential relationship knowledge has on 

behaviour, this is an area that necessitates further work.  

2.3.3 The importance of knowing how 

Practice, in the context of this thesis, is understood as the application or 

enactment of an idea, belief or approach by an actor ‘immersed in a context’ 

(Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011, p. 341). For a practice to be understood as 
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inclusive, Black and Simon (2014) argue it must ensure ‘all students’ are 

supported in a ‘responsive’ and ‘unified’ way (p.156). While this might sound 

relatively simple, the ‘contestedness’ of the construct makes the actuality of just 

identifying inclusive practices rather complex. Norwich and Koutsouris (2020) 

highlight the debate that has ensued for decades (perhaps even centuries) 

around ‘what works well or best in enabling children and young people to learn’ 

(p.113); add a contested construct into the mix and the challenge to identify 

practices that can be labelled ‘inclusive’ becomes even more onerous. Further 

to this, Ainscow (2020) notes the importance of ‘a common language’ when 

talking about practice for inclusive education, which is again difficult when faced 

with a contested construct.  

Yet there are ways to negate these challenges. Inclusive education is a 

construct that occurs within a specific context, and these differ (in some cases 

quite dramatically) from one another. Instead of asking the broad question of 

‘what works?’, Pawson and Tilley (2004) advocate for a contextualised 

approach to questioning educational practice, and in the case of this 

discussion, inclusive practice: ‘What works for whom in what circumstances 

and in what respects, and how?’ (p. 2). This question allows for practices that 

are contextually ‘responsive’ and ‘unified’ to meet the specific needs of the 

school. As Ainscow (2020) attests, practices can, and should, vary between 

contexts; the important factor is that the desired outcome is achieved. 

Leading schools is challenging work; leading inclusive schools perhaps 

even more so. Sustainable inclusive education requires continuous effective 

leadership (Venkatraman, 2019), and as Salisbury (2006) notes, ‘schools that 

function inclusively do so for a reason…the principal (is) the reason’ (p. 79). 

Despite this, leadership for inclusive education has received little attention to 

date (Óskarsdótter et al., 2020). 

 

2.4 TYPES OF LEADERSHIP 

Different leadership styles and their relationship to inclusive education have 

been explored in recent literature (Poon-McBrayer, 2017), from democratic 

leadership (Theoharis & Causton, 2014), to social-justice leadership 

(Dematthews & Mawhinney, 2014), to shared leadership (Kershner & 
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McQuillan, 2016), to ethical leadership (Harris et al., 2020), to transformative 

leadership (Óskarsdótter et al., 2020) and distributed leadership (Burks, 2020). 

Niesche & Keddie (2016) argue that education is ‘replete with best-practice 

scenarios and the keys to effective school leadership’ (p. 35), designed to 

effectively and efficiently implement agendas of the current educational 

zeitgeist, yet, to date, there has not been a one-size-fits-all approach that has 

been shown to work for every leader in every situation in every school (Noman, 

Hashim & Abdullah, 2018); ‘there are no formulaic solutions, no short term fixes, 

and no easy shortcuts to the development of an inclusive school’ (Macmillian & 

Edmunds, 2010, p.5). Inclusive education is about diversity, and diversity looks 

different in every context. As Noman et al. (2018) describe, ‘schools operate in 

their own unique contexts and differ in terms of location, organizational culture, 

beliefs and practices, demographics and political environment’ (p. 475), 

therefore principals must lead in a contextually relevant and appropriate way. 

2.4.1 Instructional leadership   

In recent times, instructional leadership has become synonymous with 

effective school leadership (Neumerski et al, 2018), and principals are 

increasingly expected to act in accordance with instructional leadership 

practices (Hallinger & Wang, 2015). At its core, instructional leadership is about 

improvement in teacher practice that results in improvement in student 

performance (Howley et al., 2019; Glickman et al., 2014), through the 

employment of behaviours that keep as their focus better empirical outcomes 

for learners’ (Leithwood & Seachore-Louis, 2011; Brazer & Bauer, 2013). 

Óskarsdótter et al. (2020) describe the features that sit at the centre of 

instructional leadership as ‘establishing clear educational goals, planning the 

curriculum, and evaluating teachers and teaching’ (p.7). 

While there is evidence to suggest that instructional leadership has led to 

improved measurable outcomes for some students across some areas 

(Neumerski et al, 2018), concerns have been raised about its capacity to 

develop and grow other knowledges and characteristics within students, as well 

as support diversity. Óskarsdótter et al. (2020) and Shaked (2020) argue that 

although instructional leadership has its place, it should not be the only 

leadership style adhered to. Leadership that promotes inclusion, such as social 
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justice, transformative, and distributive styles of leadership, should also be 

considered and principles from these adopted to suit the needs of specific 

school contexts. Once again, context is paramount. 

2.4.2 Contextual leadership 

Contextual leadership, currently one of the most researched areas in the 

field, explores ‘how leadership takes place in specific contextual settings’ (Oc, 

2018, p. 218). Rather than providing a model or framework for leadership, 

contextual leadership recognises that leaders, in this case school principals, 

must act in ways that respond to the complexity of the contexts in which they 

are working (Oc, 2018). This notion of leadership aligns with the seminal work 

of Bronfenbrenner (1976), who argued that education takes place within various 

levels of contexts that all influence what happens within the confines of the 

school fence, for principals, teachers, and each individual student.  

 

2.5 DEVELOPMENT OF A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  

Inclusive education is a social construct; it relies on relationships between 

people and societal systems to be formed into what can be observed and called 

inclusive education. By definition, it is the process whereby people are included 

into a socially constructed environment, or alternatively excluded from it (Mac 

Ruairc, 2013; Slee, 2011). Given the social nature of inclusive education, any 

attempt to study either the construct as a whole, or aspects of it, must consider 

the relationships between various people and societal systems involved in its 

creation, from the individuals being ‘included’ to the national and global 

contexts within which it is situated (Óskarsdótter et al., 2020). Social ecological 

theory, developed in the early 1900s by academics at the University of Chicago 

(see Park, 1936), recognised that individuals sit within larger societal systems 

and provided a loose framework to describe and study the factors that sit within 

these various systems. In his 1976 publication, The Experimental Ecology of 

Education, Urie Bronfenbrenner adapted the social ecological theory to the field 

of education. He identified two determinants of student learning: the first being 

the characteristics of the student and the environments in which they exist, and 

the second the relationships and interconnections between them. 

Bronfenbrenner’s ensuing framework, known as Ecological Systems Theory, 
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provided a structure to identify and organise the influencing factors that sit 

within different environments, and to study the relationships and 

interconnections between them. In a later paper, Bronfenbrenner 

reconceptualised his theory to become the Bioecological Model of Human 

Development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007), where the focus shifted from 

studying environmental influences on human development to the 

developmental processes one experiences through the course of time. He 

noted that the use of the Ecological Systems Theory model had ‘provided far 

more knowledge about the nature of developmentally relevant environments, 

than about the characteristics of developing individuals’ (p. 795). This 

distinction between Bronfenbrenner’s two theories is interesting when the 

construct of inclusive education is considered, as it is precisely the 

characteristics of the student that should not influence whether or not they are 

delivered an effective inclusive education. It is, however, the environments and 

factors that sit within these, along with the relationships and interconnections 

between them that influence the success (or not) of inclusive education.  

Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) Ecological Systems Theory offered an invaluable 

framework with which to organise the environmental factors and understand 

their influence on inclusivity, by placing the student at the centre and each 

contributory factor within the subsequent systems. This resulted in the 

development of Ecology of Inclusive Education, as represented in Figure 2.2 

(for a detailed discussion about the development of this framework see 

Anderson et al., 2014). At the time of publication, Bronfenbrenner’s work, 

although utilised in a number of educative and social science fields (see Daro 

& Dodge, 2009; De Wet, 2010), had not been reconceptualised to research 

inclusive education. Since this time the Ecology of Inclusive Education has 

been cited by a number of scholars in this area, and other adaptations 

developed (for example see European Agency, 2017).  
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Figure 2.2: The Ecology of Inclusive Education (Anderson, Boyle & Deppeler, 2014, p. 28).
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As noted earlier, schools are complicated, messy and changeable environments 

(Ainscow et al., 2013). On top of this, inclusive education is a complex construct that 

has yet to receive a globally recognised definition (Topping, 2012: Slee, 2018b). This 

presents researchers with many challenges. The re-conception of Bronfenbrenner’s 

theory as the Ecology of Inclusive Education provides an operational, conceptual 

framework within which researchers can situate their work, one that supports the 

contextually diverse environments educational researchers access, while affording the 

flexibility to focus on individual or combinations of varying aspects of inclusive 

education. Most notably, the Ecology of Inclusive Education does not attempt to 

neaten the messes that are school environments. Rather, it provides a framework with 

which to explore this messiness, in all its forms. 

2.5.1 Influence and Responsibility  

Each factor sitting within the systems of the Ecology of Inclusive Education is 

influenced by other factors within the same and other systems. The largest of the 

systems, the macro-system, does not have a singular body responsible for the factors 

that sit within it. These factors are determined by global and national contexts. Factors 

within the macro-system may have influence attached to them by one or more of these 

contexts (for example, systemic influence such as mandated curriculum, improvement 

targets and professional standards, or political influence such as funding models), 

while, for others, the level of influence will be determined by those holding account for 

the exo- and micro-systems. Responsibility for these two systems is reasonably self-

evident. Factors sitting within the exo-system are concerned with school-wide 

practices and are the domain of school leadership, in particular the principal. Decisions 

made at this level influence the micro-system, the domain of the teacher. Again, levels 

of influence may be determined by school leadership (for example, mandates may 

exist concerning school-wide processes such as timetabling and resource allocation), 

however the teacher will directly influence other factors that may include, for example, 

the set up of the physical space and pedagogical practices. The chrono-system sits 

outside the other systems and represents the constant and consistent movement of 

time. It provides opportunity for reflection, change, reform and evolution of the factors 

that sit within each system; an essential component of the framework as inclusive 

education is a dynamic and evolving process. Thus, the Ecology of Inclusive Education 
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assumes multiple levels of influence that are invariably interactive, while reinforcing 

either inclusive or exclusionary practices.  

2.5.2 Ecology of Inclusive Education and leadership 

The adoption of the Ecology of Inclusive Education provided a conceptual 

framework for this study that acknowledged the different factors and levels of influence 

that guide the work of principals in their schools. This was necessary as the study 

sought to first understand how principals came to their own understanding of inclusive 

education, and then how they worked within the structure of the system and the 

context of their schools to establish practices that aligned with their understanding of 

the construct. This framework situated the principals within the systems that influence 

and are responsible for the delivery of inclusive education. It allowed the researcher 

to collect data from within a single system, the exo-system (as the domain of the 

principal), and to then interrogate and analyse it within the bigger, broader picture that 

is inclusive education.  To understand something as complex as this construct, 

recognition of the different influencing factors was necessary to understand the 

intricate nature of the challenges faced by school principals in the work they do in their 

schools each and every day.  

 

2.6 SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS  

This chapter provided a comprehensive overview of the current literature relevant 

to this study of leadership for inclusive education. An in-depth explanation of why 

inclusive education should be understood as a wicked problem was presented, with 

some of the complexities of the construct itself brought to the fore. An argument for 

the need to continue to fight to find solutions, to ensure that all students have equal 

access to education was then made. Next, the current state of play for inclusive 

education in the global context and some of the challenges that the reform agenda 

has experienced over the past quarter of a century were explored. School leadership 

was then introduced into the discussion, situating principals as key stakeholders in the 

inclusive education agenda. A brief exploration introduced some common leadership 

models and an explanation was provided for why contextual leadership was the lens 

through which this study was being conducted. A detailed description of the 

development process for the conceptual framework adopted by this study followed. 
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Here, justification for the need to understand the role of school principals as they work 

as leaders for inclusive education, in all its complicated messiness, was given.  

Principals are placed as key stakeholders in redressing many of society’s injustices 

through the establishment of truly inclusive schools, and if they are to do that, research 

needs to be conducted into the ‘challenges that they face on the ground’ (Niesche & 

Keddie, 2016, p. 38-39), every day. Why? Because there are ‘no easy answers…no 

recipes’ for inclusive education and school leadership (Mac Ruairc, 2020). There are 

many factors that contribute to the success (or not) of inclusive schools, and many 

‘are context specific and are often diverse and nuanced, filtered by individual leaders 

with different constraints and opportunities for action’ (Mac Ruairc, 2020, p.66). Slee 

(2018a) cites the work of Pearl and Knight (1998): ‘An education that does not examine 

the range of plausible explanations for and solutions to major problems can only 

exacerbate those problems’ (p. 3). Wicked problems require researchers to think 

differently, to work to understand things in new and profound ways so that ‘multiple 

pathways’ for ‘better solutions’ may be revealed (Head, 2008, p.115).  

The complexity associated with understanding a wicked problem, such as 

leadership for inclusive education, lends itself to a qualitative research design (Head, 

2008). The case study design of this study provided an opportunity to explore the 

construct of leadership for inclusive education within the context in which it was being 

enacted, an important factor when researching in this area (Sailor, 2017). In 

conjunction, the Ecology of Inclusive Education recognised the complexity of the 

phenomenon and allowed for the study of it through the ‘multiple systems’ that 

influence it, and its success, within schools (Ruppar et al., 2017). The next chapter, 

Chapter 3, outlines the methodology and research design for this study in detail. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology  
 
This chapter explains the methodology used in this study. It outlines the research 

approach taken (section 3.1), how this approach is influenced by the researcher 

(section 3.2), and then describes the research paradigm (section 3.3). Next, the case 

study design is explored in detail (section 3.4), with the selection of cases (section 

3.5), data collection (section 3.6) and data analysis (section 3.7) methods each 

explained. Trustworthiness is then established for the study (section 3.8), and finally 

the ethical considerations and approvals are discussed (section 3.9). 

 

3.1 LEADERSHIP AND INCLUSIVE EDUCATION: A QUALITATIVE APPROACH  

As specific entities, school leadership and inclusive education are both complex 

constructs. Neither has a single definition that can be used to describe how it should 

look or be enacted within a school. The axiological position of this study acknowledges 

this and recognises that school leaders (principals) responsible for inclusive education 

will have formulated their own attitudinal systems and definitions of both these 

constructs, through their own lived experiences. The reality of school leadership and 

inclusive education, and how these two constructs work together is therefore going to 

be different for each individual working in this space. To understand school leadership 

and inclusive education in any depth, a methodology that grants an opportunity to 

interrogate the differing perceptions about and enactments of these constructs was 

required. This study did not seek to uncover a one-size-fits-all understanding of how 

principals need to work to successfully develop and sustain inclusive practices within 

their schools. Whether or not this is even possible is questionable (Mac Ruairc, 2020). 

Principals are people whose attitudinal systems and ideologies impact the work they 

do, as does the context they are in. Hence, the aim of this study was to explore and 

build an understanding of what works, for whom and under what conditions, an 

approach recommended for research in this area by Ellis and Tod (2012). Qualitative 

research methods afforded this opportunity. 

Qualitative researchers ‘study things in their natural settings, attempting to make 

sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them’ 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 3). They endeavour to answer questions that interrogate 

‘how social experience is created and given meaning’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 10), 
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and are provided an opportunity to understand things that might be other than they 

first appear (Burns, 2000). So, while realism and deduction have their place, the 

prevailing ontological and epistemological base of qualitative research is idealism and 

induction (Constantinou et al., 2017). This way of conducting research has been 

challenged since the turn of the century (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011), particularly in the 

field of education (Oancea & Pring, 2008). Governments and policy makers have 

distanced themselves from the findings of qualitative studies, instead demanding 

evidence-based research that provides a list of ‘what works’ (Biesta, 2007). Although 

many in education have laboured to provide and present what has now become known 

as evidence-based research, and there have been successful studies using this 

approach (see Lindsay & Dockrell, 2014, for an example), there are those within the 

research community who dispute the usefulness of this in a field as complex and fluid 

as education (see the work of Boyle et al., in press; Norwich & Koutsouris, 2020; Pring, 

2012; Bransford et al., 2009). This study centres around attitudes and understandings, 

and behaviours that stem from these. Norwich (2014) notes that the decision about 

what type of research approach to take depends on the purpose of the research. This 

study proposed not to develop a list of ‘what works’, but rather to explore and 

understand the way principals perceive inclusive education and how this influences 

the work they do in their schools. As a consequence, this study has not adopted an 

evidence-based scientific methodology, but rather uses a qualitative framework 

designed to better understand the phenomenon of leadership for inclusive education. 

 

3.2 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH AND THE RESEARCHER  

Just as participants in any study bring their constructed understanding to it, so too 

does the researcher. Qualitative research acknowledges the role the researcher plays 

in both the collection and analysis of the research data. The researcher is thus viewed 

as part of the methodology, rather than separate from it, and it is therefore understood 

that a researcher’s own identity and values will act as a filter during the research 

process (Staller, 2012). As with all people, researchers ‘are shaped by [their] lived 

experiences, and these will always come out in the knowledge [they] generate as 

researchers’ (Lincoln et al., 2011, p. 104); this is unavoidable. As a result, 

understanding a researcher’s ‘position, role and influence’ within the context of a study 

is paramount (Staller, 2012).  
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The author of this thesis has worked in schools across different educational 

jurisdictions, in both Australia and New Zealand, for more than two decades. 

Experience in the field of school leadership and inclusive education has been more 

recent, with employment in this area for the past ten years. The majority of this work 

has been with the Department of Education in Queensland, the educational 

organisation in which this study was undertaken. While not directly connected to any 

of the specific schools involved in the study, the researcher had been employed (and 

was at the time of the data collection and analysis) in a leadership position that 

involved supporting school principals to develop and enact inclusive education 

practices. Evidence dictates three benefits of a researcher having an understanding 

of the area under study, particularly when complex phenomena are being investigated. 

Firstly, Yin (2014) describes it as ‘crucial’ for the researcher to have a substantial 

understanding of the area being studied to ensure the data collected is properly 

understood. Secondly, the researcher ‘must understand the social context and the 

culture in which the data are produced to accurately reflect what the data actually 

mean to the study’ (Lincoln et al., 2011, p. 113). Finally, jargon and edspeak is deeply 

embedded within education (Ravitch, 2007). Experience in both the field as well as 

the educational sector meant that the researcher understood and could effectively use 

the language of the system, helping with both the flow of data collection, and in 

understanding and analysing the data. Power also plays a role in the collection of data 

using qualitative methods (Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009). The researcher’s position within 

the education system meant that within the context of the school, the researcher was 

seen as a colleague, rather than someone in a supervisory role. As a consequence, 

the power balance during the data collection process was one of collegial equality, 

creating an environment of ‘democratized’ power where control over the interview was 

shared between the researcher and interviewee; an important facet of research 

conducted within a constructivist paradigm (Karnieli-Miller et al., 2009). 

 

3.3 A CONSTRUCTIVIST EPISTEMOLOGY 

The manner in which qualitative research is conducted and presented should be 

encompassed by what Denzin and Lincoln (2011) describe as a ‘specific storytelling 

tradition’ (p. 6), or research paradigm, and it is an obligation of the researcher to situate 

their work within the paradigm that has guided its approach (Walter, 2010). This study, 
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by its very nature, sat within the constructivist paradigm. When understood through 

the explanations provided by Mertens (2015), who points out that constructivism 

‘rejects the notion that there is an objective reality that can be known’ and views the 

goal of research as being to ‘understand the multiple social constructions of meaning 

and knowledge’ (p. 18), and Lui and Matthews (2005), who place this construction of 

knowledge within the ‘constraints and offerings of the environment’ in which it exists, 

it is understandable why. This study aimed to understand how principals constructed 

their understanding of leadership for inclusive education, and what this meant for 

inclusive education within their schools. As such, it was critical the epistemological 

position adopted by the researcher supported this knowledge production. According 

to Guzzini (2013), this is the precise intention of constructivist research. It should be 

acknowledged here that understanding the construction of reality in this way can lead 

to the question of participant bias when investigating a phenomenon such as 

leadership for inclusive education, however Jussim (2017) argues that while ‘some 

constructions can be quite biased, this does not mean [the] constructions are always 

or even mostly inaccurate’ (p.  56).  

Constructivism supports a critical approach towards the constructs under 

investigation, and also provides opportunities for innovation in moving forward 

(Guzzin, 2013). This is because research can be conducted without the need for any 

‘success criteria’ (Allan, 2011). Findings are not bound to fit within predetermined 

guidelines, and whatever comes from the data will help to drive the area under 

investigation forward, whether it is understanding what is not working, or discovering 

unexpected things that are; an essential factor in this study as its aim was to improve 

understanding of leadership for inclusive education, and therefore provide some 

direction for moving forward. 

The methods adopted for this study were deliberately selected to enable the 

researcher to explore leadership for inclusive education within the complex 

environments in which it operates. Data sources (interviews and documentation) were 

chosen to provide different perspectives of the constructs under investigation. 

Questions developed for the interviews were done in a way that afforded the 

interviewees an opportunity to talk about their own constructions of what was being 

investigated. Documents were selected on the basis that they had a role to play in the 

enactment of inclusive practices within the school, and their development had been 
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completed or signed off by the principal. The data analysis method utilised inductive 

thematic analysis, allowing the data to ‘speak’ and the researcher to explore, unpack 

and understand whatever it was that appeared in the data, without constraint. It is also 

important to note here that the researcher did not have any predetermined limitations 

on what could be explored under the terms ‘school leadership’ and ‘inclusive 

education’. In particular, inclusive education was not viewed as being about only 

students with a disability. This study took a more holistic view of the construct and 

considered all groups of students within any one school; a deliberate decision 

supported by Mertens et al. (2011), as the purpose of this study was not to reach a set 

of findings that would ‘save’ students with a disability, but rather to provide information 

that may be transformative of the inclusive education system as a whole. After all, 

inclusive education should be about including all children (Messiou, 2019). 

While the ability to know and understand the paradigm of a study is necessary, 

‘without a set of theoretical underpinnings, qualitative research easily slides into mere 

description, for theory is what gives any model of research its explanatory power’ 

(May, 2008, p. 60). As a consequence, there was a need to develop a conceptual 

framework for this study that would align with the constructivist paradigm and allow 

the researcher to situate the study within the contexts of both leadership and inclusive 

education. The researcher was interested in how leadership, a construct that is 

influenced by its relationship with the ‘social, cultural and political’ contexts in which it 

operates (Hartman & Conklin, 2012, p. 829), impacts on inclusive education, another 

construct directly influenced by the environment in which it exists (Mertens, 2015). 

This led to the development and adoption of the Ecology of Inclusive Education, which 

has been explained in detail in Chapter 2, as the conceptual framework for the study. 

The methodological approach was then selected based on its capacity to sit 

comfortably within this framework. 

 

3.4 A CASE STUDY DESIGN 

The case study, an approach commonly used in qualitative educational research 

(Yin, 2014; Timmons & Cairns, 2012), affords an opportunity to explore, in-depth, 

phenomenon as it occurs within its natural context (Simons, 2014). It provides the 

flexibility to study ‘a variety of phenomena ranging from unusual situations to complex 

interactions’ (Timmons & Cairns, 2012, p. 100), with the boundaries of the cases being 
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studied defining the case study itself (Simons, 2014). If executed well, this approach 

allows for the identification and examination of connections and relationships between 

the different elements that exist within the phenomena being studied (Jones, 2006), 

including ‘constitutive processes and the actors involved’ (Gagnon, 2010, p. 2). It is 

for this reason that case study has been selected as the methodological design for 

this study. The Ecology of Inclusive Education implies constant (though not consistent) 

interaction both within and between elements sitting in the various systems, and it is 

the identification and examination of these relationships that will work to answer the 

questions set out in this study. The case study method satisfies Bronfenbrenner’s 

stipulation that research into education ‘must be carried out in real-life educational 

settings’ (1976, p. 5). Additionally, this approach is appropriate for the study of 

inclusive education because of the construct’s complexities, challenges and 

uniqueness (Timmons & Cairns, 2012). 

It must be acknowledged here that there is still an ongoing debate about the role 

of the case study in research, and there are some who challenge its validity as a 

research method (see Gerring, 2004; Vanwynsberghe & Khan, 2007). Despite this, 

there is an increasing body of evidence that supports the use of case study 

methodology across many different disciplines (see Amerson, 2011, for a discussion 

on health; Vissak, 2010, for a discussion on business), including, importantly, 

education (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2013). According to some proponents of the 

approach, if the case study is designed and implemented using a rigorous process, 

valid and reliable results can be obtained, and therefore valid and reliable conclusions 

can be drawn (Yin, 2014; Amerson, 2011; Gagnon, 2010). Others who argue for this 

approach acknowledge that each study will be ‘complex or underpinned by unstated 

assumptions’ (Harland, 2014, p. 1121) and therefore following a set of methodological 

processes is not straightforward, and as such, case study research should not be 

‘method dependent’ (Simons, 2014, p. 8). This study sits somewhere in the middle. 

While the researcher adopted rigorous processes that will be explained in the following 

sections, there was flexibility in the adoption of the interviewing techniques, and no 

hypothesis was established at the outset of this study: the data steered the direction 

of its collection and analysis. Each case was not a carbon copy of the previous one, 

deliberately. Yin’s (2014) replication approach was not adopted, as it was important 

that the participants share their own stories (as is required under the constructivist 
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paradigm) rather than having to adhere to a set of strict questions or processes. Even 

so, as the selected cases can be ‘regarded as emblematic of a larger population of 

cases’ (Elman et al., 2016, p. 375) the results generated from this case study have the 

potential to be understood as part of the wider educational landscape. As Loughran 

(2010) describes, this type of exploration, conducted within its natural context by 

someone who works in the field, provides a genuine opportunity to view the 

phenomena being researched from differing vantage points, creating the possibility to 

build upon and improve current practices. Ultimately, if executed well, ‘the strengths 

of the case study methods outweigh [the] weaknesses’ (Vissak, 2010, p. 384). 

This study employed a multi-case, instrumental design. Stake (2005) describes the 

instrumental case study as one that has as its intention the examination of an issue 

that is not specific to the individual case, in this study leadership for inclusive 

education. The use of multiple cases provides the opportunity for results to be 

compared and contrasted. Yin (2014) suggests between six and ten cases for this type 

of design. This study completed seven cases. Using the multi-case, instrumental 

design paves the way for the possibility of generalisation of the results, and 

subsequently, identification of improved practices in the field (White et al., 2009). Each 

case was examined then compared to the other cases, to identify any issues that arose 

in one and also existed in others; in other words, what interconnecting themes there 

were between the different cases. This kind of analysis has the potential for both 

generalisation and theorisation (Simons, 2014). 

Qualitative research is expected to employ at least two sources of data to ensure 

triangulation of results. Examining data collected from distinct sources allows the 

researcher to ‘corroborate findings across data sets and thus reduce the impact of 

potential biases’ (Bowen, 2009, p. 28). Three main sources of data are used most 

widely in case study research: interviews (individual and focus group), documentation, 

and observation (Constantinou et al., 2017; Simons, 2014). The first two were selected 

for use in this study. Interviews and documentation provided the best sources of data 

that aligned to the aim of this study, which was centred solely on the principal as the 

driver of inclusive education practices within their schools. This included working to 

understand: 

• Principals’ attitudes towards inclusive education;  

• their knowledges of it; 
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• the leadership practices they adopted to promote inclusive education within 

their schools; and 

• the relationship between their attitudes towards and knowledges of inclusive 

education, and the leadership practices they adopted. 

3.4.1 Qualitative interviews 

‘The conversational process of knowing has been conceptualized under the name 

of interviewing’ (Brinkmann, 2014, p. 278). Fontana and Frey (2005) identify the in-

depth qualitative interview as one of the most ‘powerful ways in which we try to 

understand our fellow humans’ (p. 697-698) in that they provide the researcher with 

the opportunity to ‘put behaviour in context’, to understand not only what is happening 

but why it might be happening (Seidman, 2013, p. 19). The process has been identified 

by Yin (2014) as one of the most effective methods for data collection in case study 

research.  In-depth interviews can provide a window into the intricate nature by which 

people gain meaning from and interpret their lives (Travers, 2006). 

In-depth interviews can take two forms. They can be either unstructured or semi-

structured, with the latter being the most commonly used in the social sciences 

(DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Brickmann (2014) explains why: 

Compared to structured interviews, semi structured interviews can make 
better use of the knowledge producing potentials of dialogues by allowing 
much more leeway for following up on whatever angles are deemed 
important by the interviewee; as well, the interviewer has a greater chance 
of becoming visible as a knowledge-producing participant in the process 
itself, rather than hiding behind a preset interview guide. And, compared to 
unstructured interviews, the interviewer has a greater say in focusing the 
conversation on issues that he or she deems important in relation to the 
research project. (p. 286) 

 
It is precisely for the reasons identified by Brickman (2014) that this study utilised the 

semi-structured in-depth interview method. DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree (2006) define 

this type of interview as one that is arranged around a schedule of deliberately 

developed open-ended questions, with further questions being asked as they arise 

from the discourse between the researcher and the interviewee/s. While this definition 

indicates that semi-structured in-depth interviews can be used with either individuals 

or with focus groups, the former were undertaken as part of this study as the 

interviewees were interviewed as the leaders of their school, with each school being 
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a single case in this multi-case study research. Conducting individual interviews in this 

way provided a greater chance of creating an atmosphere of confidentiality and trust, 

providing opportunities for the interviewees to answer the questions in a more honest 

and discretionary way (Brickmann, 2014; DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). 

The evolution of the semi-structured in-depth interview has not alleviated the 

difficulty of asking questions to gain insightful and relevant responses, due to the 

ambiguous nature of the spoken language (Roulston, 2010). Whilst interpretation of 

conversation may be complex, there are techniques to assist in providing data that is 

both insightful and relevant. These include developing an understanding of the 

language and culture of the participants and the context in which they exist to ensure 

appropriate questions are asked in a way that is easily understood (Roulston, 2010), 

time spent establishing a rapport with participants to build trust (DiCicco-Bloom & 

Crabtree, 2006; Persaud, 2012), deciding how the interviewer will be represented in 

an appropriate manner for the circumstance (Persaud, 2012), and determining the 

most effective, but least invasive, method of collecting the data (Edwards & Holland, 

2013). The precise nature of the data collection process will be discussed in detail 

shortly, however it is worth noting here that before the interviews took place the 

researcher contacted each interviewee by phone to organise the date, time and 

location of the interview, with all decisions made at the discretion of the interviewee. 

During these conversations it was established that the researcher had worked in the 

field for many years, and therefore they had a shared understanding of the context 

and language of the phenomena under investigation. Employing some of the 

techniques described by the experts above helped to set the tone for the interviews 

and deliver data sets that were considered both insightful and relevant. 

3.4.2 Documentation 

Systems are driven by documents (Vona, 2011). Analysis of documents is 

particularly relevant to qualitative case study research as documents are ‘unobtrusive’ 

and ‘non-reactive’; that is, they are unaffected by the research process (Bowen, 2009, 

p. 31). This is in contrast to in-depth interviews. Documents help make sense of the 

policy context in which the cases under investigation operate, and they can shed a 

light on the ‘values, (both) explicit and hidden’, that exist within the organisation that 

has developed the documents (Simons, 2014, p. 463), in this study the case schools.  
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School policy documentation pertaining to the development of a school-wide 

culture and the instruction of students, were sought and analysed. This provided an 

opportunity to investigate how the school actualised the systemic mandates at a whole 

school, classroom/playground and student level, directly aligning this process to the 

Ecology of Inclusive Education. This was done for each individual case school after 

the interviews for that school had been analysed. The documents collected and 

analysed were: 

• The school Annual Report 

• The Pedagogical Framework 

• The Responsible Behaviour Plan 

• The Investing for Success summary 

The justification for the selection of these documents is presented further on in this 

chapter. 

Case studies describing assorted perspectives on educational leadership and 

inclusive education (both as separate entities and as a single phenomenon) have been 

conducted globally (Dematthews & Izquierdo, 2017; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; 

Golding et al., 2012; Oluwole, 2009; Zigmond et al., 2009, for examples), providing a 

richly detailed narrative of what is transpiring in this field around the world. Few studies 

of this nature have been conducted in Australia, a nation of 25 million people where 

the education of all students consistently sits near the top of both government and 

social discourse. This case study hopes to, in some small way, fill that gap. 

 

3.5 SELECTION OF CASES 

3.5.1 The context 

Queensland is one of eight educational jurisdictions in Australia. More than half of 

Queensland’s population lives outside the greater metropolitan area of Brisbane, a 

figure that is significantly higher than for other states and territories in Australia. This 

is reflected in the seven educational regions that exist within Queensland; only one is 

situated in the metropolitan area of Brisbane while six sit outside this in the regional 

areas. Across the state approximately 1200 state schools provide an education to 

more than half a million school aged children, with 63% of these students attending 

one of 900 primary schools.  
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A single educational region that caters for approximately 10% of the state’s student 

population was selected for this study, on the basis of accessibility for the researcher. 

While this approach may be considered convenient, it does not directly align with the 

process of ‘convenient sampling’ (Battaglia, 2011), as the researcher made deliberate 

and purposeful decisions about the inclusion of cases.  

3.5.2 Purposeful sampling 

Cases were purposively selected to ensure they possessed the characteristics 

necessary to answer the research questions, an important consideration in any study 

(Guest et al., 2012). Bryman (2008) identifies this type of sampling as being 

‘essentially strategic’ (p. 458) and the most commonly used by social researchers in 

qualitative studies involving large amounts of interview data, as this study had. 

Schools were selected on three main criteria: 

• Enrolment of 215 or above. This was to ensure that the principal involved was 

a non-teaching principal; 

• A diverse student population including students with disabilities, students who 

identify as Indigenous, and students from English as an Additional Language 

or Dialect (EAL/D) backgrounds; 

• School was within a day’s travel of the researcher’s location. 

The final determination of the participant cases was influenced by the desire to have 

schools with a mix of ICSEA2 ratings (ACARA, 2016), to ensure a diverse range of 

schools was involved. This was achieved.  

3.5.3 Recruiting cases 

A total of 22 schools met the criteria outlined above. An initial email (see Appendix 

A) outlining the proposed study (with the Participant information letter attached - see 

Appendix B), was sent to these principals, and seven agreed to participate within days 

of the initial email being sent. Having principals agree to participate in the study without 

having to actively persuade participation (the researcher had planned to individually 

phone principals who met the criteria if the required number of seven cases was not 

 
2 ICSEA stands for Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage, and according to the 

Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) it is a ‘scale which allows for fair 
and reasonable comparisons among schools with similar students’. 
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achieved) ensured that the participants felt they had something to contribute to the 

phenomena under investigation in this study; an important factor in qualitative 

research (Gelling, 2015).  Once the seven cases had been determined, the ICSEA 

ratings of the schools were examined revealing the desired spread of ratings, with five 

of the schools scoring below the average (with two well below) and two scoring above. 

School populations were also investigated, and each school was found to have a 

percentage of students with disabilities, students who identified as Indigenous, and 

students from EAL/D (English as an additional language or dialect) backgrounds, so it 

was determined they met the criterion of a diverse student population. This is 

represented in Table 3.1. Following this, the researcher contacted each principal 

individually to finalise participation, and set the date and time for the first interview.  

Table 3.1: Participating case schools  

School Enrolment ICSEA Indigenous 
Students 

EAL/D   
Students 

Students with 
a disability 

A 500-750 >1000     ✓   ✓      ✓ 
B 500-750 <1000     ✓   ✓      ✓ 
C 500-750 <1000     ✓   ✓      ✓ 
D 250-500 <900     ✓   ✓      ✓ 
E <250 <1000     ✓   ✓      ✓ 
F 500-750 >1000     ✓   ✓      ✓ 
G <250 <900     ✓   ✓      ✓ 

 

3.6 DATA COLLECTION 

3.6.1 Semi-structured interviews 

Two separate semi-structured interviews were conducted with each of the 

principals. The decision to conduct the interviews in this way was deliberate, and 

three-fold. First, the study investigated two distinct aspects of the case schools: the 

attitudes and knowledges of inclusive education held by the leader of the school, and 

then how these translated into leadership support and school practices. Rather than 

dealing with these as one very large whole, two separate interviews were conducted 

to provide the space to unpack each area in detail. Second, it provided the researcher 

with an opportunity to read through the transcripts of the first interviews and make any 

required additions to the second set of interview questions for each individual 
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interviewee, where further clarification or unpacking of responses was required. 

Finally, the second interview provided for a more relaxed and open conversation as 

the rapport between the interviewee and the researcher had already been established.   

3.6.1.1 Question development and piloting 

Questions for each of the interviews were designed to ensure the principals 

explored the construct of inclusive education from the various systems of the Ecology 

of Inclusive Education (the conceptual framework adopted by this study). Questions 

were developed in one of two ways: they were either adopted from previous studies 

into inclusive education and adapted to fit this study or developed by the researcher 

(see Appendix C). Wording of questions took into account suggestions made in the 

literature about conducting semi-structured, qualitative interviews (see Brinkman, 

2014). They were open, used ‘what’ and ‘how’ prefaces, and required the principals to 

provide descriptions about different aspects of themselves and their work. Both 

interviews began with a question designed to allow the principal to convey to the 

researcher something about themselves or their schools, a strategy suggested by Di 

Cicco-Bloom and Crabtree (2006) to help establish a relaxed, trusting and 

conversational atmosphere.  

During development, each question was unpacked in terms of what it brought to 

this piece of research, ensuring that each of the guiding questions this study sought 

to answer would be responded to (see Appendix C). An example of this can be seen 

in the Table 3.2.  

Table 3.2: Example interview questions and the responses sought 

Question Response sought 

From interview schedule 1 
What do you believe are the strongest 
arguments for inclusive education? 

To understand how inclusive 
education fits into the principal’s 
attitudinal system and how they view 
the construct in terms of society as a 
whole. 

From interview schedule 2 
Tell me about the vision you have for 
your school in terms of inclusive 
education. 

To understand what the principal sees 
as the ‘big picture’ of inclusive 
education and how these ideas fit into 
the direction in which the school is 
aiming to move. 
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As part of the second interview, the Provision of Support Continuum was employed 

(see Appendix D), adapted from the work of Dr Christopher Boyle (2009). This 

continuum is a representation of support provision, from what would be considered full 

inclusion through to full-time placement in a specialist school separate to the 

mainstream school, with two increments in between. The decision to use a visual 

representation rather than a verbal question for this notion was two-fold. First, it 

afforded principals an opportunity to read, reflect and respond, without possibility of 

being guided towards a particular answer by the wording of a question. Second, it 

acted as a stimulus for further conversation about the points contained within the 

continuum. 

Once the questions had been developed, they were piloted with two groups of 

people. First, the questions were presented to two academics who work in areas other 

than education, both experienced qualitative researchers. This was done to assess 

the readability of the questions and ensure that they did not contain any language that 

could be misconstrued or was ambiguous. The suggestions that came out of this 

discussion were directed towards the semantic structure of the questions, and all 

changes were adopted. After this, the questions were piloted with a group of three 

teachers. The researcher asked the questions, and the responses provided were 

assessed against the information in the ‘response sought’ column of the interview 

schedules. From the piloting process, it was determined that the questions in Interview 

Schedule 1 were fit for their ascribed purpose. Two significant changes were made to 

questions in Interview Schedule 2, and these are shown in Table 3.3. 

Table 3.3: Changes to interview questions after piloting 

Original question Question after piloting 

5. What could be done systemically to 
assist you as principal in your efforts to 
deliver an inclusive education to all of 
your students? 

5. In a perfect world without budgets or 
limitations, what could be done 
systemically to assist you as principal 
in your efforts to deliver an inclusive 
education to all of your students? 

8. In a perfect world, what would your 
school look like in terms of delivering 
an education to all of your students? 

8. What is it that you want all of your 
students to leave your school with, 
after they complete their schooling 
years with you? 

Upon completion of the piloting process, the schedules for both interviews were 

finalised and the interview process commenced. 
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3.6.1.2 Interviews 

The researcher personally contacted each principal by phone (as recommended 

by Seidman, 2013) and a date and time that suited them was set for the first interview, 

with approximately an hour set aside. The date and time of the second interview was 

set at the completion of the first interview, with again approximately an hour being set 

aside for this. Interviews were conducted on the site of the case schools, in a location 

selected by the principal.  

At the beginning of the first interview the participant consent form (see Appendix 

E) was read through, signed and filed. Before starting, the researcher explained the 

process and protocols of the interview, as outlined below. 

• Interviews were recorded using a digital device; 

• Principals could at any time ask to stop the recording of the interview, leave the 

room, or cease the interview all together; 

• Anonymity and confidentiality were ensured, insofar as possible, through the 

de-identification of all data during the transcription process. All digital data was 

to be stored in a password protected file, and paper data in a locked filing 

cabinet;  

• Principals could request a copy of the transcribed data if they were interested 

(though it should be noted that no principal requested a copy of either of their 

transcripts). 

All of the principals completed both interviews and the researcher collected data from 

a total of 14 interviews, placing it at the low end of the acceptable number of interviews 

for this type of research (Marshall et al., 2013). All seven sets of data (collated across 

the two interviews from each interviewee) were at least the recommended length for 

a semi-structured, qualitative interview: between 60 and 90 minutes (Marshall et al., 

2013), as shown in Table 3.4.  
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Table 3.4: Length of completed interviews 

Principal 
Case 

school 

   Interview One    Interview Two   Total 

Completed Length Completed Length  

   A   Yes     1:06:17   Yes     0:33:18 1:39:35 
   B   Yes     0:44:22   Yes     0:42:03 1:26:25 
   C   Yes     0:43:09   Yes     0:31:48 1:14:57 
   D   Yes     1:03:56   Yes     0:26:46 1:30:42 
   E   Yes     1:45:26   Yes     1:07:00 2:52:26 
   F   Yes     0:37:10   Yes     0:29:50 1:07:00 
   G   Yes     0:30:58   Yes     0:31:05 1:02:03 

 

Once each interview had been completed, they were transcribed by the researcher. 

During this process all names of people, places and schools were removed and the 

data de-identified. Each school was allocated a letter of the alphabet and this was 

used to identify both the school and the principal (as in Table 3.4). Copies of the 

transcripts were made in readiness for the data analysis. 

3.6.2 Documentation 

Bowen (2009) noted the significance of document selection. ‘Researchers should 

not simply ‘lift’ words and passages from available documents to be thrown into their 

research report. Rather, they should establish the meaning of the document and its 

contribution to the issues being explored’ (p. 33). Bowen (2009) also highlighted the 

importance of any documentation aligning to a study’s conceptual framework. In 

establishing the case for the inclusion of the selected documents used in this study, 

background information about the documents and their place within the context of the 

schools and the system in which they operate, Department of Education, Queensland, 

has been presented here. This ensured that the requirements, as outlined by Bowen 

(2009), were met. 

Four documents were selected for use in this study and each of these is identified 

and described below. It goes without saying there are more than just these four 

documents that make up the rather large repertoire of school policies and processes. 

However, these four documents are the direct responsibility of the school principal 

(many of the other required policies and processes are not), and their content provides 
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an insight into the day-to-day workings of the school. These four documents 

encompass the school’s: 

• Priorities and utilisation of funding;  

• Teaching and learning processes and practices; 

• Management of student behaviour; 

• School context and performance. 

An explanation of each of the documents and justification for their selection is 

presented in Table 3.5. 

Table 3.5: Explanation of and justification for selected documentary evidence 

Annual Report 

Department of Education 
description 

Reason for selection in this study 

Schools are encouraged to provide a 
broad range of information to parents 
and the school community that 
contributes to a greater understanding 
of the context in which the school 
operates. The information describes 
the environment in which the school 
operates or is likely to operate in the 
foreseeable future. Schools may 
consider outlining the demographic 
and/or socio-economic characteristics 
of the student body. This could include 
ethnicity, cultural background, 
religious backgrounds, rural or urban, 
indigenous or non-indigenous, family 
occupation, background, and/or 
composition. 

Author: Completed by the principal of an 
individual school. 

Availability: Must be made available on the 
school’s website. 

Significance to this study: This document 
provides a description of the school context 
from the perspective of the principal. It 
provides an opportunity to look at the 
language used to describe the school 
context, and what aspects the principal has 
considered worthy of including in this 
document. What is missing will also be 
worth noting. 

Alignment to the Ecology of inclusive 
education: This document describes how 
the school situates itself within the context 
in which it operates. It will provide some 
insight into the culture (exo-system) of the 
school. 

Investing for Success summary 

Department of Education 
description 

Reason for selection in this study 

Investing for Success (I4S) is an 
initiative of the Queensland 
Government, with significant grants 
(determined by enrolment figures) 
provided to schools each year. Each 

Author: Completed by the principal of an 
individual school. 

Availability: Must be made available on the 
school’s website. 
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school will enter into an agreement for 
the year, outlining the: 

• School’s identified; 
improvement targets; 

• Evidence-based or innovative 
initiative/s to be implemented; 

• The activities and costs 
associated with those 
initiatives. 

Schools will publish their agreements 
on their websites so that the 
community can see how this funding is 
being used. 

Significance to this study: This document 
provides a list of the school’s priority 
strategies to improve the outcomes for its 
students. It will demonstrate where the 
school is focusing its energy, and on what it 
is spending its grant money. 

Alignment to the Ecology of inclusive 
education: This document describes how 
the school takes the systemic requirements 
on student improvement (macro-system), 
and utilises grant monies within their 
context (exo-system) to implement 
strategies in the classrooms (micro-system) 
to positively impact the learning outcomes 
for the student sitting at the centre of the 
framework. 

Pedagogical Framework 

Department of Education 
description 

Reason for selection in this study 

Each school is required to have a 
pedagogical framework that focuses 
on success for every student. The 
expectation is that schools will 
implement a research-validated 
pedagogical framework that:  

• Describes the school values 
and beliefs about teaching and 
learning that respond to the 
local context and the levels of 
student achievement;  

• Outlines processes for 
professional learning and 
instructional leadership to 
support consistent whole-
school pedagogical practices, 
to monitor and increase the 
sustained impact of those 
practices on every student’s 
achievement;  

• Details procedures, practices 
and strategies – for teaching, 
differentiating, monitoring, 
assessing, moderating – that 
reflect school values and 
support student improvement; 

Author: Developed in collaboration with the 
school staff under the direction of the 
principal. The principal must sign it off. 

Availability: Must be made available on the 
school’s website. 

Significance to this study: This document 
outlines the expectations for the delivery of 
education to all students. It describes the 
school’s belief system around this, as well 
as outlines the strategies the school 
employs to implement it. This document 
describes how the school takes the 
systemic expectations and fits them into 
their own context to meet the needs of all 
individual students.   

Alignment to the Ecology of inclusive 
education: This document describes how 
the school takes the systemic requirements 
(macro-system), and makes them work for 
their context (exo-system), before being 
implemented in the classroom (micro-
system) to positively impact the learning 
outcomes for the student sitting at the 
centre of the framework. 
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• Reflects the core systemic 
principles of student-centred 
planning, high expectations, 
alignment of curriculum, 
pedagogy and assessment, 
evidence-based decision 
making, targeted and 
scaffolded instruction, and the 
creation of safe, supportive, 
connected and inclusive 
learning environments. 

Responsible Behaviour Plan 

Department of Education 
description 

Reason for selection in this study 

To promote positive learning 
environments and to encourage 
responsible behaviour in students, all 
state schools have a Responsible 
Behaviour Plan for students that they 
develop with their school community. 
The plan includes the school's 
expectations about behaviour, and it 
outlines a range of consequences for 
inappropriate behaviour. 

Author: Developed in collaboration with the 
school staff under the direction of the 
principal. The principal and the Assistant 
Regional Director must sign it off. 

Availability: Must be made available on the 
school’s website. 

Significance to this study: This document 
outlines the expectations for the behaviour 
of students within the school. It describes 
how these expectations will be taught, and 
how students behaviour will be managed, 
through both positive and negative 
consequences. It is context specific and will 
provide an insight into the day to day 
behaviour management in the school, and 
how it works for all students.  

Alignment to the Ecology of inclusive 
education: This document describes how 
the school takes the systemic requirements 
about behaviour management or discipline 
(macro-system), and makes them work for 
their context (exo-system), before being 
implemented into the classroom and 
playground (micro-system) to positively 
impact the behaviour outcomes for the 
student sitting at the centre of the 
framework. 
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Each of these documents was accessed from the individual school’s website. As 

identified earlier in this chapter, documents provide a source of data that are 

untouched by the research process (Bowen, 2009,) and as such provide an 

opportunity to gain an insight into the ‘values, [both] explicit and hidden’ (Simons, 

2014, p. 463) of the workings of an organisation, in this study the case schools. For 

this reason, the documents were not discussed with the principal, as to seek further 

explanation, justification or clarification about these documents would have 

compromised the reason behind the decision to use them in the first place. However, 

clarifying questions arising from any conflicts between the documentary evidence and 

the data from Interview One were asked, discreetly, during Interview Two. 

 

3.7 DATA ANALYSIS 

Data were analysed using thematic analysis, one of the most commonly used 

approaches in qualitative research (Bryman, 2008). This analysis technique is 

described by Hartman and Conklin (2012) as ‘a way of seeing, making sense [of], 

[and] analyzing…qualitative data’ (p. 828-829), through a process of encoding theme 

identification. The reason for the selection of this analysis method was threefold. First, 

thematic analysis goes ‘beyond counting explicit words or phrases’ and focuses on 

‘identifying and describing both implicit and explicit ideas within the data’ (Guest et al., 

2012, p. 10); it transcends just the semantics to ‘examine the underlying ideas, 

assumptions, and conceptualizations – and ideologies – that are theorized as shaping 

or informing the semantic content of the data’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84). This depth 

of analysis provided the researcher with a comprehensive and rich mosaic of the data. 

Second, thematic analysis is a flexible tool that can be used across different types of 

data sets and within different research paradigms (Hartman & Conklin, 2012; Clarke 

& Braun, 2017), meaning that the researcher was able to use the same process for 

both the interview transcripts and the documentary data despite employing both 

inductive and deductive approaches. Finally, thematic analysis can be used not only 

to identify and describe themes or ideas, but also to investigate the relationships, 

causational or otherwise, between them (Guest et al., 2012), essential in a study that 

aimed to do exactly this.  

It is important to note here that there is a major challenge with adopting this method 

of data analysis: it does not come with a clear set of instructional steps on how to begin 
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to undertake or complete the analysis process. Consequently, Clarke and Braun 

(2017) stipulate that researchers who use this tool must demonstrate an 

understanding of the tool itself and explicitly describe the processes undertaken to 

complete the analysis process. As noted by Fereday & Muir-Cochrane (2006), this 

level of transparency helps to increase the rigour of a study. 

3.7.1 Thematic analysis defined 

Thematic analysis is ‘a form of pattern recognition’ where assigned codes merge 

to form themes that ‘become the categories for analysis’ (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 

2006, p. 82). More comprehensively, texts are read and re-read, and meaning is 

attributed to segments of text. These segments of text, described by Guest et al. 

(2012) as forming ‘semantic boundaries’, are then named (given a code), described, 

and examined in terms of their connectedness to other segments of text. Connected 

codes are then grouped together to form themes. It is these themes that become the 

crux of the data analysis as they are examined further in relation to a studies research 

questions. Missing data, described by Ryan and Bernard (2003) as being anything 

participants intentionally or unintentionally avoided, should be considered. The 

process must be conducted using the evidence present in the data, not just the 

researcher’s ideas. If done this way, Guest et al. (2012) describe it as an effective and 

efficient analysis tool, as it ‘taps into the human tendency to look for patterns, 

storylines, plots, causality, and relationships’ (p. 66).  

3.7.2 The analysis plan 

A detailed analysis plan was developed. This plan, as described by Guest et al. 

(2012), allowed the researcher to consider a number of factors prior to beginning data 

analysis, to help promote an analytic process that is ‘both efficient and meaningful’ (p. 

31). The analysis plan mapped out by the researcher outlined the process that was 

undertaken in the data analysis, to ensure that the analysis process would work to 

answer the questions set out by the study. This was achieved by focusing the analysis 

process around both the practical and analytic purposes of the study, and by 

developing a process for the analysis that was methodical, manageable and effective. 

The stages of data analysis are outlined in the Table 3.6. It should be noted that quality 

checks of this process were conducted at regular intervals, as recommended by Guest 

et al. (2012), by the researcher’s main supervisor. 
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Table 3.6: Stages of data analysis (adapted from the work of Guest et al., 2012; and Clarke & Braun, 
2017) 

Stage Description (per individual case study) 

Interview data 
1. Introduced to 

the data 
Transcribed interviews. Read and re-read data, tagged text 
of interest and noted down initial ideas. 

2. Interrogated 
the data 

Reviewed tags and notes, and labelled ideas and themes 
that were emerging: what they were, what they were not 
and the relationships between them. 

3. Generated 
initial codes 

Coded interesting features in the text in a systematic 
fashion (developed a codebook) across complete interview 
data set. 

4. Searched for 
themes 

Collated codes into potential themes and gathered all data 
relevant to each theme. 

5. Reviewed 
themes 

Checked themes against coded extracts and the complete 
interview data set. Generated a ‘thematic map’ of the 
analysis to look at patterns of and relationships between 
themes. 

6. Named and 
defined 
themes 

Refined specifics of each theme, and generated names and 
precise definitions for each 

Document data 
7. Analysed 

data 
Read through document data. Coded using themes 
identified in interview data. While the researcher was open 
to new themes emerging from this data, none appeared. 
Created a ‘thematic map’ of the analysis to look at patterns 
of and relationships between themes. 

Entire data set 
8. Developed 

and refined 
overall data 
picture 

Reviewed two ‘thematic maps’ to create a single, cohesive 
picture of the themes, with data relevant to each theme 
gathered and collated. This was done with consideration for 
the research questions and conceptual framework, in 
preparation for the writing up of the research findings. 

3.7.2.1 Transcription of interview data 

The researcher transcribed the interview data. It was transcribed with minimal 

punctuation; if punctuation is inserted incorrectly it could change the meaning of the 

text (Braun & Clarke, 2006). While time consuming, this process allowed the 

researcher to do two things: to engage with the data right from the beginning, and to 

hear the dialogue as it was being delivered by the participants (with the capacity to 

stop, go back, and really listen for understanding, something that is not possible when 
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conducting the interviews themselves). As suggested by Bryman (2008), the 

identification of possible themes and the relationships between them was happening 

right from the start, with preliminary ideas being noted as the data was being 

transcribed. Garza (2011) argues that by transcribing one’s data, a researcher 

develops a familiarisation that is valuable as it allows them to be ‘empathetically 

present to the data’ (p. 46) so they are more open to the revelation of important 

meanings and insights hidden in the data. 

3.7.2.2 Analytic approaches 

Interview data were analysed using an inductive approach, described by Braun 

and Clarke (2006) as ‘a process of coding data without trying to fit it into a pre-existing 

coding frame, or the researcher’s analytic preconceptions’ (p. 83). This process is 

driven by the data itself. Documentary data were analysed using a deductive 

approach, adopting the codes identified in the interview data to drive the analysis of 

this data set. New inductive codes were attributed to data that described a 

phenomenon that sat outside the predetermined codes, to ensure that themes of note 

were not missed (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). 

3.7.3 Presentation of the analysis 

Data have been presented in two separate sections. The first section (see Chapter 

4) is a presentation of the results in response to the three guiding research questions. 

This includes a comprehensive explanation of the identified themes. As suggested by 

Clarke and Braun (2017), relevant extracts from the data sets have been used to 

illustrate and support the ideas being presented, to help the reader make sense of the 

analytic conclusions being drawn. The second section (see Chapter 5) answers the 

three guiding research questions and the central research question, through an in-

depth discussion about the relationship between the results, The Ecology of Inclusive 

Education and relevant literature. Commentary about the significance of these findings 

for policy, theory and practice in the area of leadership for inclusive education is also 

presented in Chapter 5. 

 

3.8 TRUSTWORTHINESS  

Evaluating the calibre of qualitative research has been something of an enigma for 

decades (Cho & Trent, 2014). Some of the confusion for this, according to Patton 
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(2002), ‘stems from thinking it represents a uniform perspective, especially in contrast 

to quantitative research’ (p. 543). It is possible to appreciate in this context how the 

language of quantitative research, particularly the terms validity and reliability, have 

slipped into the qualitative sphere. There are those who argue strongly against using 

these quantitative approaches to evaluate the calibre of qualitative research (see for 

example Golafshani, 2003), and have instead argued that more ‘relevant or applicable’ 

approaches be utilised instead (McGinn, 2012). It is for this reason that there are many 

different definitions given and terms attributed to approaches designed specifically for 

use in evaluating qualitative research (Cho & Trent, 2014).  

Trustworthiness is a term first brought to the fore in Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) 

seminal work, Naturalist Inquiry. Trustworthiness pertains to the credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability of the research study. It is these four 

terms that will be used to develop an argument for the trustworthiness of this particular 

study, as these criteria have been ‘accepted as the platform’ for evaluating qualitative 

research (Cho & Trent, 2014, p. 678). Establishing trustworthiness in qualitative 

research is a fundamental element of the research process (Amankwaa, 2016; 

Connelly, 2016). 

3.8.1 Credibility 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) identify credibility as the most important of the four factors 

in establishing trustworthiness.  Credibility pertains to how much certainty there is in 

the truth of the results and findings, and the subsequent understanding of the context 

that comes from these (Guest et al., 2012). Shenton (2004) describes a set of criteria 

that, if met, can help ensure that research has credibility. As a means of enhancing 

the credibility of this study, the researcher adopted a number of these criteria. These 

are described in the Table 3.7. 

Table 3.7: Meeting the criteria for developing credibility in qualitative research (based on Shenton, 
2004)  

Criteria  How it was met 

• The adoption of 
research methods well 
established 

The research methods utilised in this study are 
ones that are well established within the qualitative 
research paradigm. Multi-case study approaches 
using semi-structured interviews and other 
evidence sources have been used by other 
researchers in this field (Yin, 2014). For the 
duration of the study, a detailed ‘audit trail’ (Lincoln 
& Guba, 1985) was kept, ensuring each step of the 
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Criteria  How it was met 
data collection and data analysis were documented 
(Guest et al., 2012). All interview data were 
recorded and transcribed by a single researcher, 
with the transcriptions checked for accuracy. All 
data were analysed by the researcher, ensuring 
there were no issues with the inter coder 
agreement (Guest et al., 2012). The process of 
participant selection, the development of the data 
collection instruments, and the processes for 
collecting the data has been described in this 
section detail. Providing this level of detail means 
that any external reviewer can formally assess the 
credibility of the study (McGinn, 2012). 

• The development of 
an early familiarity with 
the culture of 
participating 
organisations 

The researcher has worked in the organisation 
since 2008 and has worked in the role of school 
principal. This ensured that the researcher was 
appropriately familiar with the setting of this study. 

• Triangulation Two sets of data (interview and documentation) 
were collected from each case school, analysed 
and then comparisons were made. The documents 
collected from each case were the same. 

• Tactics to help ensure 
honesty in informants 

Correspondence was had with the participants 
prior to the interviews to make sure they were 
comfortable with the aims of the study. Phone 
contact was made to allow the researcher to 
introduce themselves and to have an informal 
conversation about the research study before the 
interviews began. The interviews were held in a 
place of the participant’s choosing and at a time 
that suited them. All participants were aware that at 
any time they could withdraw from the study. 
(Morrow, 2005). 

• Negative case 
analysis 

All data were analysed, considered and reported 
on, including the negative cases, ie. any data that 
sat outside of or contradicted the prevailing 
patterns. (Guest et al., 2012). 

• Frequent debriefing 
sessions, and peer 
scrutiny of the 
research project 

Both of these criteria occurred through regular 
conversations with, and feedback from, the 
researcher’s supervisors. On top of this, papers 
were published by the researcher as the study was 
being conducted and these were peer reviewed by 
experts in the field upon their submission to the 
journal or book. 
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Criteria  How it was met 

• Thick description of 
the phenomenon 
under scrutiny, and 
examination of 
previous research 
findings 

The results and discussion sections are presented 
as a thick description, which brings the study to life 
(McGinn, 2012) and provides an opportunity for 
readers to understand the findings and the context 
of the study in detail. These sections are presented 
in light of the information contained in the literature 
review, which provided a detailed examination of 
the current and seminal work in the field.  

 

3.8.2 Transferability 

Transferability is the extent to which the findings of a study can be generalised 

across similar settings (Connelly, 2016). It is an interesting factor in qualitative 

research, as much research conducted within this paradigm (particularly single study 

research) is not done with the aim of transferability (Guest et al., 2012), but rather to 

describe and explain in detail the specific phenomena under investigation. Again, 

transparency and explicit detail can assist the researcher here. To increase the 

transferability of this study, the researcher followed the recommendations of Shenton 

(2004). A detailed description is provided of the organisation, the setting and the 

participants involved in the study, though care has been taken to ensure the anonymity 

of both the individual schools and principals. The selection of the settings and 

participants is explained, with criteria for the inclusion and exclusion of settings and 

participants provided. Detail about the data collection tools (and their development) is 

given, along with an explanation of the process used to collect the data. The 

researcher has also sought to provide a rich, abundant and explicit description of the 

research results and findings, and their implications for the field of school leadership 

for inclusive education.  

3.8.3 Dependability 

Dependability is determined by whether or not a study is conducted within the rules 

and conventions of qualitative methodology (Guest et al., 2012). The processes used 

should be explicitly stated and transparent, and therefore reproducible by any 

researcher who may wish to replicate the study in a different setting (Williams & 

Morrow, 2009). Shenton (2004) identifies three strategies that the researcher 

employed to enhance the dependability of this study. First, the design of the study and 

its implementation is described in detail. This provides an insight into the ideas that sit 
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behind the research design, what the intent of the research is, and how the research 

itself was conducted. Second, the researcher has described the operational detail of 

the data gathering in a meticulous manner, ensuring that all steps of the process are 

described in a precise and ordered way. Finally, the researcher took time to reflect 

upon the research design, and the data collection and analysis processes, to evaluate 

the effectiveness of the study in terms of responding to the original goals of the 

research. This is reported in the appropriate sections of this thesis. 

3.8.4 Confirmability 

Confirmability pertains to the objectivity of the research, in light of any biases or 

preconceptions of the researcher that may influence the findings (McGinn, 2012). It is 

understood in qualitative research that complete objectivity is difficult to achieve due 

to it being heavily reliant on human interaction (Shenton, 2004). Nonetheless, the 

researcher must take steps to ensure that, ‘as far as possible’ the findings are a ‘result 

of the experiences and ideas of the informants, rather than the characteristics and 

preferences of the researcher’ (Shenton, 2004, p. 72). Many of the suggestions 

provided in the literature for improving confirmability are the same as the ones 

discussed above. Triangulation, transparency, and explicit and detailed descriptions 

of the data collection and analysis processes all aid the reader in being able to confirm 

the fairness of the findings (Williams & Morrow, 2009). In addition to what has already 

been described, the researcher used an additional two strategies here. First, the 

beliefs that underpinned the choices and decisions made around the design of the 

study are acknowledged, and justifications for their selection given (Shenton, 2004). 

Second, the researcher worked to ensure that the results came only from the evidence 

that exists in the data. Quotes are used as a pivotal part of the descriptive discussion, 

to directly support the claims and findings presented (Guest et al., 2012). 

It must be acknowledged that ‘explicit documentation and description of 

procedures’ does not guarantee trustworthiness in a study (Guest et al., 2012, p. 85). 

Nevertheless, by employing the methods discussed in this section (as suggested by 

those with credentials in the field of qualitative research), the researcher has sought 

to produce a piece of research that will stand up to the scrutiny of its readers. 
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3.9 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS AND APPROVAL 

Both the University (see Appendix F) and Department of Education, Queensland 

(see Appendix G), granted ethical approval for this study, as required by the Australian 

National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research 2007 - updated 2018 

(NHMRC, 2018). Informed consent was obtained from each of the participants 

involved in the study. Data were collected and reported using alphabetical labels so 

as not to identify individual participants or their associated schools, and names of non-

participants, other schools or organisations, and place names were omitted from 

transcripts to ensure anonymity. During the study, data were stored securely and upon 

completion of the thesis were collated and locked away for the required period of time, 

according to ethical approval. After this time, it will be destroyed. 

 

3.10 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter provided a detailed description of the methodology employed for the 

research study. An argument for the adoption of a qualitative method was made 

followed by a discussion on the role of the researcher. An explanation of the 

constructivist paradigm adopted by this study was then presented before an in-depth 

account of the multi-case, instrumental design was given. Justification for the 

purposeful selection of cases was then provided, along with information about the case 

recruitment process. The data collection process, including the conduct of the semi-

structured interviews and the decisions around documentary evidence, was described 

followed by a detailed commentary on the data analysis process. Trustworthiness, a 

term coined by Lincoln and Guba in relation to qualitative research (1985), of the study 

was then established, and the chapter concluded with a brief discussion of the ethical 

considerations of this study.  

The next chapter, Chapter 4, provides a case by case description of the results. It 

is organised by the three guiding research questions, and each of these is predicated 

with a thematic map that visually represents the themes extracted from the data. The 

words of the participants in the form of quotes provide a rich narrative in response the 

research questions.
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Chapter 4: Results  
 
This chapter presents the data gathered from two face-to-face interviews with each 

of the seven principals, along with a comprehensive analysis of documentation, from 

each of the seven case study schools. Results are organised by individual cases, with 

a section devoted to the themes that emerged from the data under the headings of the 

three guiding questions, for each of the case study schools. A thematic map depicting 

the organisation of the themes for each guiding question is provided at the beginning 

of the corresponding sub-section. A table depicting a summary of the findings is 

presented at the end of each case study description.  

Research questions restated 

Þ Central question 

The central research question addressed by this study: 

• How do the attitudes towards and knowledges of inclusive education 

impact leadership practices adopted by primary school principals? 

Þ Guiding questions 

 The guiding questions that framed this study: 

• Guiding question 1 

What attitudes do primary school principals hold towards inclusive 

education? 

• Guiding question 2 

How do primary school principals know the constructs of inclusion and 

exclusion? 

• Guiding question 3 

What leadership practices do primary school principals adopt to enact 

inclusive education within their schools?  

A note on the data analysis 

Data for this study were collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews that 

were designed to ensure principals considered the construct of leadership for inclusive 

education through the different systems of the conceptual framework, and the analysis 

of school documentation. Data from the interviews were analysed inductively using 

thematic analysis (as described in Chapter 3), with data from schools’ documentation 
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analysed deductively using themes from the interview data. Thematic maps were 

derived and considered in relation to the conceptual framework. What became evident 

at this stage of the analysis was that when discussing their attitudes towards and 

knowledge of inclusive education, principals described ideas that sat across all 

systems of the Ecology of Inclusive Education. Yet when it came to their leadership 

practices, the themes emerged as those factors that sit within the exo-system of the 

framework. As a consequence, the language used here became the names of the first 

level themes for this part of the study, and the organisers for the synthesis of this data. 

All bar two of the factors, school rituals and student cohort, were represented as a first 

level theme, and an additional theme, understanding leadership, added. 

Thematic maps 

Thematic maps are presented under each of the three guiding questions, for each 

case school. The thematic maps for Guiding Question 1, Guiding Question 2, and 

Guiding Question 3 are coded as 1st level themes (blue), and 2nd level themes 

(orange). A key for the thematic maps is as follows: 

 

 Figure 4.1: Key for thematic maps used in Chapter 4 

Under each of the guiding questions, 1st level themes are presented as headings 

and 2nd level themes as sub-headings. Themes are explained in detail under these 

headings, and direct quotes are provided to help the reader make sense of the analytic 

conclusions being drawn. The central research question will be answered as part of 

the discussion in Chapter 5. Section 4.1 (Case Study A) through to Section 4.7 (Case 

Study G) provide a detailed explanation of the results from each individual case study 

school. The following chapter, Chapter 5, provides a detailed discussion of these 

results, and a response to the central research question. 
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4.1 CASE STUDY A  
BACKGROUND  

State School A is a medium-large primary school with a Special Education 

Programme (SEP) in a regional city of Queensland. At the time of the interviews 

Principal A (PA) had been at the school for approximately five years. PA described 

having had positive schooling experiences growing up, with some family members 

working as teachers. It was this that led them to pursue a career in teaching. After a 

couple of years in the classroom, PA made the conscious decision to pursue a career 

in leadership and took a teaching principal position for a few years before moving into 

non-teaching principal roles. PA’s experience in the job had exceeded 15 years at the 

time of the interviews.  

 

4.1.1 GUIDING QUESTION 1 

What attitudes do primary school principals have towards inclusive education? 

 

4.1.1.1 Thematic map  

 

Figure 4.2: Thematic map - Principal A attitudes towards inclusive education 
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4.1.1.2 Attitudes towards inclusive education 

When asked about inclusive education, PA’s first comment was, “Well, it doesn’t 

mean the same as what Loretta Giorcelli3 thinks”, a reaction to the notion of full 

inclusion presented as part of the Quality Schools Inclusive Leaders (QSIL) 

programme. By their own admission, PA was “…intimidated, very intimidated…” by 

the idea of educating all students in the mainstream classroom, exclaiming, “How the 

fricking hell can I do all of that, or how can a teacher do that?”. PA was dismissive of 

the idea that all students could, or should, be educated in the same classroom, and 

described this as something that was only possible in “…text-book definitions”. Their 

reasoning for this was that no teacher could be expected to “…differentiate to the 

degree…” PA considered would be required if all students, regardless of need, were 

placed in the same class. It was this paradigm that framed the attitudes held by PA 

towards the construct of inclusive education. 

It’s difficult 

Gap between theory and practice 

PA was critical of what they perceived to be a gap between the theory of inclusive 

education and the practice. It was described like this: 

I think there are a lot of textbook definitions that nobody can deliver on. 
[There is] a disconnection between the stories and the theory, and the real 
hard-core practice. I think that’s part of the problem in that lots of our special 
ed. leaders, they’ve got it up here theoretically but when they get challenged 
[to] show me how it works, they can’t deliver on it.  

 
PA explained that on a couple of occasions they had asked those espousing inclusive 

education in professional learning workshops for examples of schools where the 

construct had been successfully enacted. When an answer was not forthcoming, PA 

articulated this as cementing their attitude that inclusive education was an ideal that 

was not attainable. 

No teacher can do it 

PA expressed scepticism about the capacity of any teacher to enact inclusive 

practices within their classrooms:  

 
3 Loretta Giorcelli was the author and presenter of the Quality Schools Inclusive Leaders (QSIL) 

programme PA had completed in the years prior to the interviews. 
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I’m not convinced that a skilled educator, as good as they are, can really 
differentiate to the degree that’s required in a classroom if all kids are in 
there from nine until three when you have got such a range of abilities. I 
don’t know. I physically can’t do it. Good luck [to] someone [if they] can - 
cause they have a gift! 

 
It’s the job of the special education staff 

When asked about their vision for the school, in terms of inclusive education, PA 

described it as being “…having students with a need embedded in classes, as 

opposed to be[ing] withdrawn to the unit [SEP], but we’re not there yet. We’re not there 

yet in terms of knowledge, we’re not there yet in terms of capacity, and we’re not there 

in terms of school culture”. They went on to say, “…and we don’t have a leader”, in 

relation to the school not having a permanent appointment in the HOSES (or 

equivalent) role. PA stated, “I’m looking for someone who is not only a visionary, they 

need to know their content and they need to be able to deliver it”. What was interesting 

here was the idea that the work around inclusive education sat outside the leadership 

of the principal and was the domain of the person who was in the middle management, 

special education position.  

When viewed through these last three attitudinal lenses, it is possible to see why 

PA struggled with the placement of inclusive education within the context of the whole 

school agenda; it is unattainable, its domain is the classroom, and is not the work of 

the principal, but of the HOSES. 

Behaviour is a barrier 

PA identified students who engaged in challenging behaviour as making things in 

the classroom “…hard for the teacher”, and therefore these students were often 

removed. PA acknowledged that students who engaged in these behaviours often had 

concurrent issues (such as disability and poverty) and described them as being 

“disconnected” from the academic part of schooling. It was not clear how much 

academic support was provided to these students, however PA did indicate that 

students who could not access the curriculum at year level and did not cope 

(behaviourally), were often placed into Special Education Programme classes, as this 

environment better suited their needs. 
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Parents can be a barrier 

PA described the importance of working with families when managing challenging 

issues, particularly those related to behaviour. However, PA expressed concern at the 

lack of support from some parents and indicated that this made the job of assisting 

their children in an inclusive way, difficult. Calling parents out on this perceived lack of 

support was not something PA shied away from, and they explained how this played 

out on some occasions: 

‘You told me you were going to do this, you know. What’s going on? You 
need to come up because your kiddie’s misbehaving. Up you come. How 
do we work this? Let’s work it with the team.’ What do they do? They just 
go [leave the school] because we are doing stuff and they don’t like what 
we’re doing. 

 
While PA talked about working as a “team” with parents to come up with solutions to 

issues (a practice that was endorsed within the Responsible Behaviour Plan), the final 

sentence does raise the question of whether the parents were actually part of the 

decision making process, or were instead told what would happen to their child and 

expected to accept the decision. 

 

4.1.2 GUIDING QUESTION 2 

How do primary school principals know the constructs of inclusion and exclusion? 

 

4.1.2.1 Thematic map: Inclusion 

 
Figure 4.3: Thematic map - Principal A knowledge of inclusion  
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4.1.2.2 Knowledge of inclusion 

PA expressed a desire to have more students attending mainstream classes and 

accessing quality curriculum than had been the case at State School A previously and 

understood this to be part of the school’s inclusive education journey. Yet PA 

acknowledged inclusive education was an aspect of their job they did not know as 

much about, or feel as comfortable with, as other parts. This was despite it being part 

of the school’s documentation, where on a number of occasions State School A was 

described as providing “…an inclusive learning environment”. To begin to address this 

PA attended a “road trip” designed to expose principals to examples of good inclusive 

practice in schools outside of the region. PA described this type of PD as more 

effective than programmes such as QSIL; “I got to see what other people were doing. 

I learn best by looking and seeing what people are doing”. However, PA acknowledged 

that what they saw at the schools they visited were not examples of full inclusion, 

which may have further entrenched their knowledge of inclusive education. 

It’s a continuum 

When asked to respond to the Provision of Support Continuum, PA identified 

inclusive education as sitting in the bottom half of the continua, which describes a 

small percentage of children always needing to access their education either within a 

special education unit/programme on the site of a mainstream school or within a 

special school. While PA did go on to describe practices that excluded particular 

groups of students (these are described further on), they did not dismiss the right of 

students to access their education in a mainstream school.  

It’s about difference 

PA described inclusive education at State School A as being about “…our inclusion 

of kids with a disability”, who they categorised as their “inclusive kids”. This focus on 

disability remained throughout both interviews, with the only other groups of students 

mentioned being those from low socio-economic circumstances, and those with 

behaviour needs. While not explicitly stated, there was an underlying connection made 

between these groups of students, in that they were likely to fit under the disability 

umbrella if they were from either or both of these other groups. PA described this 

group of students as being those who “…can’t quite fit in here…” as they “…may be a 

little bit marginal”, and throughout the interviews described disability, low-
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socioeconomic status and behaviour interchangeably (at different times in different 

contexts) as the reasons for this. 

Difference was an idea that PA referred to consistently throughout both interviews, 

when talking about students, their families, and the staff that worked with them. PA 

used the term “different” on a number of occasions when talking about students with 

a disability. When describing inclusive education as being about acceptance and 

value, PA added, “…even though they [the students] are different, and they are. 

They’re not the same. They’re not, they’re different”. Further on in the interview PA 

described the change in families coming to enrol their children: “I’ve seen a lot of dodgy 

people come in, and we’re getting them in boat loads. [They are from] down the 

bottom. Just different, different, different, different”, but despite this there were still a 

“…really good core group of kids” at State School A. PA described this group as having 

a “norming affect” as they were “…magic kids, and magic families, working and things 

like that… we’ve probably got about 80/20 so the 20 get normed by the 80”. The ideas 

of normal and other were something that ran consistently throughout both interviews, 

as PA used the terms “them” and “those” frequently to describe students with a 

disability, students who experienced behavioural challenges, and students who came 

from low socio-economic circumstances.  

PA also separated staff who worked with students with disabilities as being 

different. This was the way they described their thought processes about employing 

someone into a newly rebranded Deputy Principal (DP) position that had previously 

been a HOSES position:  

I didn’t want a HOSES. I actually wanted a Head of Curriculum. A Head of 
Curriculum has a knowledge of curriculum and a knowledge for processes 
and they have an understanding of how a school works. No offence, but 
generally HOSES come from a very small pool. They are special ed. 
teachers of which there’s a very small group and within that subset of 
special ed. teachers there are some that are highly ASD, have some issues 
themselves. The pool gets smaller and smaller and smaller and smaller, so 
my approach was if I rebrand it, I’m going to get a different applicant pool. 

 
This notion of the staff being different was reiterated in the schools Responsible 

Behaviour Plan, where “SEP teachers” were identified as being responsible for 

students who access the schools SEP and were not counted in the collective term 

“classroom teachers” that was used prior to this description. 
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It’s about values 

Acceptance, access and value 

PA described inclusive education as being about “accepting and valuing” the 

students enrolled at the school, despite describing those with a disability as being 

“different”. Access was also described as a component of inclusive education, with PA 

stating that inclusive education gave students with a disability “…an opportunity to 

access and be included in all components of school life”. Interestingly, a little further 

on in the discussion PA said, “Can they actually engage fully in a straight year five 

curriculum? No. In the classroom? They can’t do it and they’re on a hiding to nothing 

if you try”. While PA identified acceptance, value and access as being what inclusive 

education was about, they contradicted each of these concepts almost immediately 

after suggesting them.  

It’s the responsibility of everyone 

PA spoke strongly about inclusive education being the work of everybody: “It’s 

actually the whole school’s responsibility”. They described this as challenging the 

perceptions of some teachers, who “…struggle with it because there is a bit of a culture 

that, ‘Oh, they are a unit kid’, which I don’t actually agree with. They’re actually all our 

kids”. This contradicted the information in two of the school’s documents, which clearly 

described special education staff being responsible for students with disabilities.  

 

4.1.2.3 Thematic map: Exclusion 

 
Figure 4.4: Thematic map - Principal A knowledge of exclusion  
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4.1.2.4 Knowledge of exclusion 

It’s about behaviour 

PA considered exclusion to be related solely to extreme student behaviour, and 

explained that, “…I see exclusion purely for a behavioural event. So, someone’s gone 

ballistic, knifing or you know, [and they are] excluded from school because of 

behaviour”. PA described one incident where they had excluded a student from school: 

You know, when you’ve done so much work and it’s just not working. I 
reached the point in time where I had no more to give. I didn’t have enough 
to keep going, I couldn’t give anymore. I didn’t know how to solve this. I felt 
as though I had too much power. 

 
This description proceeded changes to the policy on disciplinary exclusions, which 

increased the power provided to principals to exclude students. The comment by PA 

about feeling they had “…too much power” was an interesting one in light of the policy 

changes that had not long been implemented by then then government. Despite this, 

PA viewed exclusion as being necessary, and as something that was, by a subset of 

students (the “underclass”), aspired to: 

I definitely believe it’s required, but I think the problem is [that] kids that get 
suspended and excluded use that as a bit of a badge of honour, like going 
to Juvy. Like it’s a club, it’s like it’s an acceptance club. There is this growing 
underclass where there is a club. There is a culture that you and I are not 
part of but it’s there. So, I do get worried about the social ramifications of it, 
of exclusion and suspension. 

 
The final sentence does suggest that in spite of viewing suspension and exclusion as 

something that was “required”, PA felt that those impacted were disproportionately 

students from lower socio-economic circumstances, and the practice had wider 

implications for the students and their communities. Interestingly, data from the State 

School A’s Annual Report showed that while they had not excluded any students in 

the three years preceding the interviews being conducted, the number of suspensions 

had more than doubled. Despite PA having reservations about the social implications 

of suspending students from school, they were doing it in increasing numbers. 
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No mention was made by PA, during either interview, of exclusionary practices as 

having any relationship to inclusive education, despite being aware of the focus of this 

research project. 
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4.1.3 GUIDING QUESTION 3 
What leadership practices do primary school principals adopt to enact inclusive education within their schools? 

 
4.1.3.1 Thematic map 

 

 
 

Figure 4.5: Thematic map - Principal A leadership practices 
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4.1.3.2 Leadership practices 

State School A had a well-established leadership team when PA came into the 

role. Two others on the team had been working together for more than a decade and 

felt strongly about the work they had been doing. PA described them as “…a very, 

very strong team”. When talking about the leadership team, PA referred to those in 

positions of leadership, which, in addition to themselves, included the Deputy Principal 

(DP), Head of Curriculum (HOC), Head of Special Education Services (HOSES), and 

the Business Services Manager (BSM - an administrative position). Interestingly, the 

HOSES was not included consistently during discussions about the leadership team, 

with PA consistently referring to the team of “three”, which excluded the HOSES, and 

less significantly for this study, the BSM. The team was described by PA as their 

“support base”, and much of the work that was done within the school was driven by 

“…the power of [the] team”. While PA talked about the importance of the team, there 

was an acknowledgement that ultimate responsibility sat with them as the principal. In 

a discussion about the working relationship PA had with their DP, they stated “We do 

a lot of work together. Every decision we just rattle our heads over. [DPs name] is not 

the principal so it’s safe for [them] to think radically and think different. It’s very safe. 

[They] don’t have to deliver the message. I have to deliver the message”. This 

responsibility led PA to describe the role as “…an extremely lonely job”, personally as 

well as professionally:  

The worst thing you can go to is the Christmas party cause no-one wants 
to sit beside you. I hate it. Relationships with people are really important 
but for me coming here, the last five or six years, I realise that I’m the boss 
and that’s just how it is. That’s just how it is. 

 
In addition, PA described this level of responsibility as presenting a challenge when 

they were absent from school to attend things such as collaborative workshops and 

professional development: “If you spend a couple of days away shit hits the fan, so 

you don’t”.  

Being in the top job also had its positives, and PA stated, “I love my job, I do love 

it, I do love it”. This was in part due to the impact the role allowed PA to have on their 

staff, students and families. PA acknowledged the important role of the principal in 

driving sustainable, positive change, in particular when talking about something as 

complex and challenging as inclusive education. The following practices were outlined 
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by PA as those they had employed to work towards the vision for inclusive education 

at State School A, expressed as “…having students with a need embedded in 

classes”.   

Leadership structures 

Establish effective working teams 

(i) Leadership team 

PA gave particular attention to the team they and their DP formed, and the team 

that included the HOC as well. PA described the working relationship with their DP: 

I treat [them] as an equal… I include [them] in everything so there’s no real 
hierarchy there. I know exactly how [they] think and [they] know how I think 
and we just deliver it. It’s kind of like it’s a look and if we need to re-orientate 
just simply by looking, we can quite easily do. It’s the best working 
relationship I’ve ever had. We are cunning, very cunning and we strategise. 
When we stand up and deliver in front of our staff, there’s no one making 
second guesses. 

 
This idea of being on the same page when working to drive change was also described 

by PA when talking about the leadership team including the HOC. While PA valued 

the “multiple approaches” having different people as part of the team brought to the 

table, when working with the staff: 

It’s a team, one, two, three, on the same message, on the same page. 
Working it hard we cut our deals behind the scenes, the three of us. This is 
what we’re going to do, this is how we are going to do it, what we are going 
to do. [We] come up with our plan and jam it” 

 
PA was committed to the team processes that they considered to be working 

effectively, and this was evident when talking about the new DP role, as they indicated 

that the “…person in this role has to fit into the leadership team as it is”. It was not 

clear how much scope PA was going to give the new DP to become part of the 

leadership team, as they said, “The brief that I give [them] will be the one that [they 

are] going to run with”. This does not align with the notion of the new DP working as 

part of the leadership team, but rather indicated their work was going to be dictated by 

the principal. This approach by PA may have been influenced by the challenges they 

had experienced in having the HOSES in the role at the time, work successfully as 

part of the leadership team.  
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(ii) Teachers in teams 

Teamwork was also considered a factor in developing positive classroom practice, 

a practice highlighted in the school’s Pedagogical Framework. Teachers were 

strategically placed in year level groups, with three or four teachers in each group. PA 

described the teams as working effectively, except for one year level:  

Year five, they are not a team. Three people, three individuals, three alpha 
females. Two of them haven’t had kids, chose they didn’t want to have kids. 
Third one is young but just the same, so it’s sad, it’s difficult. All good people 
but just don’t understand what it is to work together as a team.  

 
The discussion must move sideways here for a moment. The relevance of two of the 

teachers not having children in a statement about the team not working effectively 

together could be construed in a myriad of ways, including: i). Is this insinuating that 

women must have children to understand how to work with others? ii). Is this saying 

that women who do not want children cannot work with others? Whichever way this 

comment is understood, it exposes a bias or a stereotype that described a causational 

link between two factors which were unrelated. Voicing this type of attitude, regardless 

of the intent, could have exclusionary consequences for the teachers described in this 

way, and others around them. Particularly as this came from the school principal. 

Use teachers as leaders 

PA talked about using teachers as drivers of change, particularly when introducing 

something as complex and challenging as inclusive education. This process was 

described as subtle, and began with the selection of teachers. At the time of the 

interviews, teachers had not been selected for the work around inclusive education, 

and PA said, “…we’ll pick off a couple of teachers to look at this”. PA did have a 

teacher in mind, who they described like this: 

[They are] not a leader in terms of [being] loud. When [they] speak everyone 
puts their pens down and they listen. [They] don’t speak often but when 
[they] do [they] drive it cause [they] talk it and [they] walk it. [They] adopt 
anything we ask our teachers to do in terms of curriculum or leadership or 
management expectations. [They are] always our early adopter. [They are] 
actually a leader. 

 
PA talked about having had success in the past using teachers in this way, as working 

with those who were keen was easy, and once other teachers could see the progress 
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being made, they were more likely to come on board. This practice links back to the 

idea of credibility, something that PA referred to a number of times as being important; 

the teacher has credibility as they are actually doing what they are asking others to do 

as well. 

Authority patterns 

Manage the school agenda 

(i) Different conversations 

PA described their role as being like that of a CEO, with an expectation from the 

system that they were on top on everything. At times PA found this to be “very 

conflicting” as mandates did not always align with each other. When describing how 

they managed two seemingly conflicting agendas such as improving NAPLAN data 

and inclusive education, PA stated that they had “…a different conversation for a 

different person”, so when talking to the Assistant Regional Director (ARD) who had a 

focus on NAPLAN data, “I [had] that sort of conversation””, but when talking to the 

person in Regional Office concerned with students with a disability, they had 

“…another style of conversation”.  PA described this as having “…multiple balls in the 

air and you don’t do it well because you can’t do it well”.  

(ii) Prioritise 

When asked about how they decided what agendas to run with, PA provided this 

analogy: 

Our jobs are like surfing. I love going to the beach, [it’s a] passion. I’m a 
really good body surfer. I can ride a really good wave to the beach and that 
was the analogy I used when I came here. It’s about picking the right wave 
to catch to the beach. We can try and catch every wave [but] it would be a 
small ride. We’ll get off and have to turn around and swim against the 
crashing waves and [we are] going to be buggered. When that big wave 
comes it’s going to take us right way into the beach so that’s the one we 
are going to catch. 

 
Many of the small things PA admitted to being “oblivious to” and said they “ignored” 

much of it: “I come to school to work for kids”, and this was what PA described as 

driving the decisions about the agendas that they ran with.  

(iii) Hide behind systemic expectations 

However, there were mandates that came down from above. PA made sure that 

staff were aware that these mandates, and work required to complete them, came 
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from above and the need for compliance with them sat outside their jurisdiction. These 

included the expectations around inclusive education: 

We also hide behind things like the regions charter of expectations. This is 
what you need to be doing, this is it. These are not my rules. This is what 
we’re doing, that’s how it is. So, when you use documents or EQ 
expectations as the driver, it’s not me saying it, this is it. The ARD is coming. 
I’ve told them all the things we’re doing. [They are] coming to your 
classroom to check. 

 
This meant that PA placed themselves as not being accountable for the perceived 

difficulties or challenges that the implementation of the change was going to create. 

PA also used transparency to shift responsibility to the department for decisions such 

as those relating to staffing for students with a disability, which PA predicted was going 

to result in mainstream teachers having to take more of the responsibility for these 

students: 

It wasn’t my decision to reduce the staffing, so I’ve been right up front 
showing the spreadsheets, show[ing] them all the bits and pieces. ‘Look, 
this is how it is, this is how it is. I’m sorry cause it’s not me making the call’. 
I’m being up front by saying, ‘This is the fraction. I’m not hiding anything. 
This is the fraction, this is the fraction. I’m not hiding anything. This is the 
fraction’.  

 
In using this practice, PA described being able to position themselves as “…one of the 

teachers”, and this allowed them to avoid the backlash from the teachers, as this was 

directed at the “bastards” who made the decision, rather than at them. From this 

position PA felt they could move forward, in spite of teachers being unhappy. 

Reward and punish teachers 

PA described rewarding teachers they considered to be quality teachers, those 

who were selected to drive the change agenda within the school: “When you’re an 

early adopter [you] get rewarded. ‘Ok, what do you want?’ We went and looked at 

some schools. ‘[Teacher’s name], you’re coming with me’”. Visits to schools was not 

the only bonus used to reward teachers PA recognised as being “quality”; newly 

enrolled students, who PA had assessed as either being “nice” or one of “those” types, 

were also used:  
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Occasionally, ‘Hey [teacher’s name], here’s a nice kid for you. You know, 
this one’s yours’. There are definitely some acknowledgements for some 
really good teaching. Things come their way. If you’re a Hopeless Harry 
well guess what, you’ve got more of those [actual emphasis] kids coming 
your way.  

 
This example situated “those kids” as a punishment for the teacher deemed by PA as 

being a “Hopeless Harry”. Rather than students who had some type of additional need 

being placed with the teacher best situated to support them, they were, on occasion, 

placed with poor performing teachers as a form of retribution. 

Culture, values and ideology 

A rhetoric of difference 

PA’s use of language centred around the concept of difference. They used the 

terms “different”, “them”, and “those” throughout both interviews, othering the students 

they considered sat outside the “norm” within their school. Rhetoric to describe the 

“…really good core group of kids” was positive, for the students – described as “magic 

kids” – and for their families – described as “magic families”. Conversely, the language 

used to describe the students who did not “fit in” was negative, again for both the 

students – described in ways such as “marginal” and “…different, different, different, 

different” – and their families – described as “dodgy”. This group of students and their 

families were characterised as being “…not the same. They’re not, they’re different”. 

Disability was consistently placed first by PA when discussing students with various 

levels of needs. Examples included terms such as “special ed kids”, “highly autistic 

kids”, “unit kids”, “inclusive kids”, and “physical kids”. At no time during either interview 

did PA describe students with a disability by identifying the student first and the 

disability second. However, the language used to discuss disability within State School 

A’s documentation was consistently person first, with examples such as “students with 

disabilities” and “children with a disability” evident. It was interesting to note here that 

while the documentation did refer specifically to students with a disability in some 

places, the majority of the discourse presented talked about “all” or “every” student. 

For example, “Our school offers a supportive environment where all are encouraged 

to achieve”, and the school worked to provide “…the best educational outcomes for 

every child”.  
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The school’s Annual Report described a percentage of students with disabilities as 

being “integrated into” mainstream classes with support from their “Special Education 

staff”, rather than the language of inclusion being used. The term “inclusive” does 

appear in the pedagogical framework, though there is no explanation as to what it 

actually meant or looked like within the context of the school 

Structure, policies and procedures 

Operate segregated settings 

PA explained that the SEP was a separate facility within the school, where students 

with a disability, or as they described them, the “unit kids”, received an education 

delivered by “special ed” teachers and teacher aides. Information in the Annual Report 

also identified this setting, seemingly quite proudly as it sits within the first paragraph 

of an eleven-page document, as part of the makeup of State School A. The 

Responsible Behaviour Plan described the SEP as being its own “facility”, sharing the 

one campus with the Primary school. At the time of the interview it was not clear what 

was actually being taught in the special education unit as PA indicated that something 

they needed to do was:  

…to bring in a curriculum lens into the special ed. unit [SEP]. I need them 
[special education teachers] to do the coaching, I need them to do the 
feedback. I need them to have a very tight curriculum plan that aligns to 
what we’re doing in the rest of the school. 

 
PA’s justification for the SEP was that students with a disability could not 

successfully engage with their year level curriculum “…in the classroom. They can’t 

do it and they’re on a hiding to nothing, the kids”. This belief links back to PA’s 

conceptualisation of inclusive education, where students needed to fit in with the 

structures that were already in place, rather than the structures meeting the needs of 

the individual student. Teachers were described as being in support of this model, as 

PA acknowledged a culture within the school of students with a disability being 

considered as “unit kids”. Parents were also characterised as being in favour of the 

SEP: 

Luckily a lot of our parents are happy. Perhaps if they have offspring who 
are a little bit challenging, perhaps they might be as well. There are some 
good linkages there between that. We have got some kids whose parents 
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say, ‘Look I was in the unit [SEP] at [State School A], my kid is in the unit 
[SEP] at [State School A]’. 

 
This described link between a child who was perceived as being “…a little bit 

challenging” and their parents having the same or similar needs, was an interesting 

one. While it is beyond the scope of this thesis to explore it in any detail here, it is 

worth identifying it as a point used by PA to justify the continued operation of 

segregated settings within the school; one or more parents were educated within a 

“unit” (SEP), so according to PA, they were happy for their child to be as well.  

Employ micro-exclusionary practices 

Learning support teachers were used within State School A to support what PA 

described as the “…growing number of students who need help”. This group of 

teachers supported the design and implementation of literacy and numeracy 

programmes that ran as part of State School A’s regular curriculum for all students, 

apart from those educated within the SEP. Why these students were not included as 

part of this programme was not evident. However, what was noted by PA was that for 

students who needed the most help the literacy and numeracy programme was 

delivered “…to small groups in the learning support classrooms” by the learning 

support teachers. Classroom teachers worked with the rest of the cohort.  

 Support was also provided to students working significantly below expectation 

by teacher aides from the SEP. Each afternoon teacher aides were placed into 

mainstream classrooms “…to work one on one with students” identified as requiring 

that help. Sometimes this happened within the classroom, and sometimes, as PA 

explained “…kids work[ed] with teacher aides in the withdrawal rooms”.  

Parents and community 

Build relationships with families 

PA described the way they worked to develop relationships with parents and 

students like this: 

I work on the kids and I work on the parents, so I’m out of my office all the 
time before school, after school. I walk the school, ‘Hello, how you going? 
Great to meet you. I’m [first name]’. ‘Mr [surname]?’ ‘No, don’t call me that. 
It’s [first name], always call me [first name]’. I engage with the kids, talk with 
the kids. I’ve had no problems so [I] work over the parents and the kids. 
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They’re going to go home and tell them [their parents] Mr [surname] is 
friendly. He’s funny, he’s nice. I’ve had no problems with the parents. 

 
This relationship with students, and in particular their parents, was described by PA 

as ensuring support when making changes within the school, and when having to deal 

with tricky situations, such as behaviour issues: “If you establish a positive relationship 

with your parents you’re not going to have any problems”.  

Know your community  

PA considered part of their role was to “…represent the community well”, as this 

was the path to “…being happy and healthy and being accepted”. However, PA 

expressed concern at a couple of points across the two interviews, that their role did 

not allow them to uphold this reputation. PA described the conflict between 

departmental and community expectations as being “complex” and “hard”, impacting 

their capacity to manage complex situations such as student behaviour, student 

relationships, and staff and student relationships. This was reported as being even 

more difficult when it involved students with a disability, given the variety of attitudes 

held by those in the school community about disability. PA acknowledged that making 

decisions predicated on departmental expectation rather than on community 

expectation did at times result in students leaving the school and accepted this was 

part of the job: “We do lose them. I get that. I’m disappointed”. 

The importance of community was also highlighted in the Annual Report, The 

Pedagogical Framework and the Responsible Behaviour Plan, where there was a 

demonstrated understanding that working alongside the community, in partnership 

with them, was paramount to both the academic and behavioural success of students. 

Despite this, PA did not make mention of any community partnerships, or ways of 

working with community, during either of the two interviews. 

Staff 

You can’t please everyone 

Teachers were seen as implementers of the agenda, however PA’s attitude 

towards the relationship they had with them was not at the forefront of their leadership 

practice: “Teachers will like you, teachers won’t like you. In a big school you don’t go 

about pleasing everyone cause you can’t, so you just do your job”. Interestingly, PA 
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did make a point that “…the first thing” for the person who stepped into the newly 

created DP role (with responsibility for students with a disability and managing 

behaviour), would be to ensure “…the relationship between [them] and the teachers 

[was] established”, so they had “…some currency in the classrooms”. The reason 

sitting behind this comment may have had more to do with credibility than positive 

relationships themselves, as this person was going to be given the responsibility for 

pushing the inclusive education agenda.  

PA had definite ideas about where to invest their time in developing relationships 

and this seemed to be determined by what outcomes they considered that invested 

time would produce. Relationships were identified in the Annual Report, Pedagogical 

Framework and the Responsible Behaviour Plan as being important between all 

members of the school community, and part of the school’s recognition that the 

“…social-emotional aspect of schooling is very important”. This view on relationships 

did not correlate with PA’s, whose focus was much more on what the relationships 

provided in terms of personal outcomes, than being focussed on the social-emotional 

wellbeing of their students. This aspect was not mentioned by PA. 

Professional learning 

Engage in professional development  

PA described professional development as important for themselves as a leader, 

their leadership team and their teachers, to develop a better understanding of inclusive 

education and how to implement it. While PA did commit to the provision of this for 

staff, there was some scepticism about the quality of what was on offer: “I don’t go to 

a lot of things cause I think a lot of them are wanks because you get a lot of toss pots 

running them and kind of think they’re a bit special”. This distrust in professional 

development seemed to stem from the experience PA had had when attending the 

QSIL programme: 

I said to [the presenter], ‘Can you tell me a school that’s doing a great job 
in that, cause I want to go and see them?’ When she couldn’t parrot off a 
Queensland school, she could talk about one school down in Victoria, 
Melbourne, I thought there was a disconnection between the stories and 
the theory and the real hard-core practice. 
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In spite of this, PA identified that there was “plenty” of professional development on 

offer, and that it was about finding the right mix for the needs of their staff. How this 

was going to look was yet to be determined, though PA did explain that they “…only 

do things internally, we never do things externally”, so professional development 

would be sought from within the department. Justification for this was described as 

being because, “…we can say to the department, ‘Well, this is what you want us to do. 

Now you need to show us how to do it and then we’ll follow your lead’”. This last part 

does reflect the scepticism of PA when it came to professional learning for successful 

inclusive practice.
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4.1.4 Summary of findings  
Table 4.1: A summary of findings from the data analysis from Case Study A. 

Focus area Findings 
Attitudes towards inclusive education • It’s difficult 

• It’s the job of the special education 
staff 

• Behaviour is a barrier 
• Parents can be a barrier 

Knowledge of inclusion • It’s a continuum  
• It’s about difference 
• It’s about values 
• It’s the responsibility of everyone 

Knowledge of exclusion • It’s about behaviour 
Leadership practices  • Leadership structures 

- Establish effective working teams 
- Use teachers as leaders 

• Authority patterns 
- Manage the school agenda 
- Reward and punish teachers 

• Culture, values and ideology 
- A rhetoric of difference 

• Structure, policies and procedures 
- Operate segregated settings 
- Employ micro-exclusionary 

practices 
• Parents and community 
- Build relationships with families 
- Know your community  

• Staff 
-  You can’t please everyone 

• Professional learning 
- Engage in professional 

development  
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4.2 CASE STUDY B  
BACKGROUND 

State School B is a large primary school with a Special Education Programme 

(SEP), in a regional city of Queensland. At the time of the interviews Principal B (PB) 

had been at the school for approximately two years, however had been a principal in 

a number of other schools prior to this one. PB described liking school and that the 

decision to become a teacher felt like a natural choice due to many of their family 

members working in education. PB explained they were “…tapped on the shoulder” 

by the education department to enter principalship after a number of years teaching, 

and once in the role saw the possibilities the job brought. At the time of the interviews 

PB’s experience in the principal role exceeded 20 years.  

 

4.2.1 GUIDING QUESTION 1 

What attitudes do primary school principals have towards inclusive education? 

 

4.2.1.1 Thematic map 

 

 
Figure 4.6: Thematic map - Principal B attitudes towards inclusive education 

 

4.2.1.2 Attitudes towards inclusive education 

PB described inclusive education as being about “…just providing the best 

education that we can” for everyone, regardless of labels or the circumstances in 



CHAPTER 4: Results  

 120 

which the students may find themselves. When asked how they felt about inclusive 

education as a construct, PB replied, in a sincere and passionate way, “You start as a 

parent saying, ‘There for the grace of God go I. How dare I not include a kid in the best 

environment to provide them with an education’”. It was from this position that PB’s 

attitude towards inclusive education was conveyed. 

It’s the job of the special education staff 

PB talked consistently about the Head of Special Education Services (HOSES) 

within the school, and the important role they played in the work around inclusive 

education. For any student enrolment interview where disability was a factor, PB 

indicated they made “…sure the HOSES” was present, regardless of the level of 

support that student may have required. The HOSES ability to develop strong and 

caring relationships with the families was acknowledged as an important aspect of 

being able to provide the support to students that was needed, as was the strength 

and knowledge of the other special education staff. Special education teachers were 

identified as being separate from or different to mainstream teachers, and it was 

evident that they had responsibility for the education of the majority of students within 

the school who had a diagnosed disability or other significant needs. PB explained 

one scenario: “Two of our special education teachers are working in primary 

mainstream classes, but they have a larger portion of students who have a disability”. 

While PB acknowledged that the majority of classes within their school had at least 

one student with a disability, the majority of students with more complex needs were 

the responsibility of the special education staff. According to the school’s Pedagogical 

Framework, it was the role of the “Special Needs Committee”, which was made up of 

special education staff and other support personnel, to support classroom teachers to 

deliver appropriate curriculum for students with a disability, and others with various 

educational needs, within their classrooms. In essence, the special education staff had 

responsibility for teaching the students deemed as having more complex needs, and 

for ensuring appropriate curriculum delivery for those accessing their education in 

mainstream classrooms.   

Behaviour is a barrier 

PB explained that State School B operated two Special Education Programme 

(SEP) classrooms for those students who could not “cope” (expressed through actions 

of “acting out”) in the mainstream classrooms. These students were instead educated 
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in classes located on the edge of the school grounds, with six peers and two special 

education trained staff. Not all students with disability were segregated, and PB noted 

that some of these students did “…cause upheaval…cause issues” in the classroom, 

and when this happened, they were removed and supported through the SEP. 

Students without a disability were managed by PB when behaviour issues arose, and 

again these students were removed but to the office rather than the SEP. 

PB described managing behaviour as something that took up a large amount of 

time and explained that if they had the capacity, they would employ someone in a 

middle leadership role to manage this, as then they could spend their time and energy 

on other school priorities. 

Parents can be a barrier 

Parents were described in two ways as presenting a barrier to inclusive practice at 

State School B. The first PB labelled as the “dysfunctional parents” and explained this 

group as one “…of the things that stop it [inclusive education]” as they “cause trouble” 

for all involved. The second was less obvious, and not acknowledged by PB as a 

barrier. It pertained to parents who “believed” their child could “…be better educated 

in a class of seven”, rather than in the mainstream classroom, and would therefore 

push for an SEP placement. 

It’s the role of the state school 

State schools, according to PB, had a significant role to play in the education of all 

students, and this was reflected in the school’s documentation. Both the school’s 

Annual Report and the Investing for Success documents used the terms “inclusion”, 

“inclusivity” and “inclusive practices”, while at the forefront of both the Pedagogical 

Framework and Responsible Behaviour Plan was the acknowledgement of student 

diversity and difference that required different pathways for different students, 

depending on their level of need. PB explained that State Schools needed to cater for 

the students the private schooling sector could or would not provide - students with a 

disability. PB described some schools in this sector as offering support to this group 

of students, however added that “…very few do it like a state school can”. They went 

on to say: 

Every child has a right to the best education a state school can offer. We 
resource them as best we can. It’s just part of the whole package of 



CHAPTER 4: Results  

 122 

providing an education, an Australian education, for kids, be it a kid with a 
disability or a migrant kid. You just do the best for them. I have a real belief 
in state schooling.  

 
PB explained that they had come across situations, in each of the schools they had 

worked in, where families had made the decision to send their children to different 

schools: “We send our kid with a disability to the state school and we send our normal 

kids to the school we want them to go to”. In essence, as PB described, “…the ones 

we would get would be those who they cannot handle in the non-state school”. While 

this meant that the level of need in the local state school was arguably higher than 

level of need in the community in which the school was situated, PB was not prepared 

to shy away from this responsibility: “We have to work to provide for and support kids 

who struggle…to strengthen the things we can strengthen”, and that, as a state school, 

is “our role”. 

Must have expectations 

PB described an experience from early on in their career, where their attitude 

towards the education of students with a disability, and other needs, shifted. Before 

this experience, the cohorts of student PB had worked with were more homogenous, 

with a homogenous curriculum: “If a kid was special, they went somewhere else. If 

they were indigenous you provided the same education you would for a white child, 

and migrant children didn’t exist”. On beginning in a new school PB talked about 

having two students with some complex needs due to disability, for the first time in 

their career, “I said, ‘OK, I don’t know anything about “special edy kids” so you tell me 

what programme we implement and we’ll do our best.’” PB explained that what was 

provided for those students was not an education, but rather activities designed to 

keep them safe and to fill their day. This experience prompted a shift in attitude, as PB 

described: “It was a learning curve for me to work with those students. You reflect back 

on those days with those special ed kids, our service to them was a disservice really”. 

PB identified “expectations” as the big shift in thinking, expectations that students 

receive an education, and expectations that the state school provided the supports 

required for this to occur. This belief was reflected in two of the school’s documents, 

which described State School B as having high expectations for all students. 
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4.2.2 GUIDING QUESTION 2 

How do primary school principals know the constructs of inclusion and exclusion? 

 

4.2.2.1 Thematic map: Inclusion 

 
Figure 4.7: Thematic map - Principal B knowledge of inclusion  

 

4.2.2.2 Knowledge of inclusion 

When asked about inclusive education, PB’s first comment began with the inclusive 

term “we”, contextualisng their response as representing that of the school: “We see 

it as providing an education for all students, but we recognise the fact that some of the 

nature or what the kids bring to our school will affect and require us to respond in 

different ways for different kids”. PB described inclusive education as being “…the 

best education” and suggested this was a right: “Every child has a right to the best 

education a state school can offer”. Interestingly, while the documentation described 

inclusive practices as being part of State School B, (including in the Investing for 

Success document where it was identified as one of the school’s initiatives), funding 

was not allocated to support any development in this area. Rather, money was 

allocated to improve literacy and numeracy outcomes. It should be noted here that the 

analysed documentation only interrogated the allocation of one source of funding. 

When discussing the Quality Schools Inclusive Leaders (QSIL) programme, PB 

described it as “…working in nicely” for State School B, as “…it came in at the time 

when we were moving along, modernising how we work with students”. However, PB 

did indicate that not all of the QSIL agenda had been adopted by the school: “Dr. 
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Loretta’s4 going to be saying, ‘Well, you need to do this and this and this’. Yes, yes, 

thank you. We just have to do what we can. We can’t make massive changes and 

change our lives because someone else thinks it’s a good idea.”. Still, PB indicated a 

belief that the path they were on “…may satisfy part of QSIL”. 

It’s a continuum 

PB described the students who they considered to fit under the inclusive education 

umbrella as being a broad group, including students from migrant/refugee families, 

indigenous students, students with a mental health issue, those from low-socio-

economic environments, and students with a disability: “It’s about the inclusivity of all 

those kids, at varying degrees.” The last three words of this statement are interesting, 

in that they situate inclusive education as being something that is not absolute, but 

rather as something that a student can experience at some times, but not at others 

(this is discussed further on). This idea was reflected in PB’s response to the Provision 

of Support Continuum where they identified inclusive education as sitting in the bottom 

half of the continua, which describes a small percentage of children always needing 

to access their education either within a special education unit/programme on the site 

of a mainstream school or within a special school. The school’s Annual Report 

supported this view of inclusive education as it described “…high quality inclusive 

practice” as being anywhere along the continua, beginning at one end in a small group 

setting within a special education environment, to being in a mainstream classroom 

with negotiated levels of support, to the other end of being in a mainstream classroom 

without special education support. 

At no time during either interview did PB indicate they would refuse an enrolment 

of any student wishing to attend their school.  

It’s about difference 

PB placed students into two groups, those who are “normal” or “mainstream” and 

those who “…need more than just the mainstream education”. This implied the idea 

that students had to fit what was offered within the mainstream context, and if they did 

not they needed something that was additional or instead of what is provided here – 

something that was different. The documentation painted a contrasting picture, where 

 
4 Loretta Giorcelli was the author and presenter of the Quality Schools Inclusive Leaders (QSIL) 

programme PA had completed in the years prior to the interviews. 
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“differentiation” was identified as being expected classroom practice for both academic 

and social learning. Perhaps PB was referring to students who required more than just 

differentiated classroom practice, or perhaps the differentiated practice was not 

happening as effectively as described in the documentation. 

Despite PB describing inclusive education as being about a broad group of 

students, at times throughout the interviews they did come back to notion that it is 

centred around a diagnosed disability: “So the nature of the inclusivity here is that we 

would have 70 kids here who have a diagnosis.” PB proudly declared that their 

“…school has an exceptional programme for special education students” and as a 

result, “…attract[ed] students who you would describe as coming from outside our 

catchment area who have been advised by their schools that it would be best for them 

to come here”. The increasing number of students with a disability enrolled at State 

School B was highlighted in their Annual Report immediately after a sentence about 

“…high quality inclusive practice”, situating inclusive education within the disability 

paradigm. The practice of advising students that their needs would be better met at 

another school, while breaching the requirements of the Disability Discrimination Act 

(1992), was not identified by PB as being a concern.   

It’s about values 

Acceptance and access 

PB described the “acceptance” of students with additional needs, particularly 

disability, as something they were proud of. They explained that this was not the case 

in all schools: “Sometimes they [the students and families] come from an environment 

where they haven’t felt welcome and very quickly they feel welcome here”. This 

acceptance was noted as being present from the time of the enrolment interview where 

the leadership team worked to make the student and their family “feel welcome”, to 

the classrooms where it had become an accepted part of teaching (by most teachers) 

as almost all “…classes have some kids with a diagnosis in them and that’s the norm 

at this school”. PB also described the families at the school as being very accepting 

and described the support they receive from them as being “amazing”. 

Access to an education was also identified as being part of inclusive education. PB 

described an experience in their early years as a principal where students with a 

disability were provided with “…a safe environment and something to do between nine 
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and three”, but not “an education”. This was understood by PB as needing to change, 

and they had set an expectation within State School B that access to education for all 

students was “…part of [the] role” and to teachers: “If you don’t like it, too bad”. 

It’s the responsibility of everyone 

Successful inclusive education, according to PB, meant having “…most of the 

teachers onside”. The expectation that every classroom would include students with a 

disability, or other needs, meant that it had become the “norm” at State School B, and 

part of everyone’s job. Included in this were the leadership team, who PB described 

as being “very strong” and committed to “…the school moving ahead the right way”. 

In contrast to this idea, much of the conversation further into the interviews centred on 

the Head of Special Education Services (HOSES) and special education teachers as 

being responsible for the education of students with disability, and, in fact, for teaching 

these students (this will be explored later on).  

 

4.2.2.3 Thematic map: Exclusion 

 
Figure 4.8: Thematic map - Principal B knowledge of exclusion  

 

4.2.2.4 Knowledge of exclusion 

It’s about behaviour 

When asked about the term exclusion, PB explained it this way: “We exclude 

students from school, recommend exclusions, [when] they should not be part of an 

educational programme, usually for behavioural reasons”. PB described having only 

ever completed one exclusion for the following reason: 

I had a tree removed and [the student] was coming to kill me, so that was 
straight forward. There was a history with this child, [child’s name] has 
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mental disorders, a mental disorder that wasn’t being supported by the 
family, and a number of suspensions. The police were called. 

 
A couple of points are of interest here. PB acknowledged that the student who was 

excluded had significant mental health issues, something that is raised further on in 

the interviews (and will be discussed) as being a significant challenge for principals 

and schools as Education Queensland do not recognise mental health as being a 

disability and therefore do not support students or schools through the provision of 

proper resourcing. Secondly, PB did not discuss suspension as an exclusionary 

practice in itself, but rather as something that can end in exclusion from school. This 

is despite the number of suspensions at State School B significantly increasing (by 

more than 30%) across the three years preceding the interviews. 

No mention was made by PB, during either of the two interviews, of exclusionary 

practices being the antitheses of, or having any relationship to, inclusive education, 

despite being aware of the focus of this research project.  
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4.2.3 GUIDING QUESTION 3 
What leadership practices do primary school principals adopt to enact inclusive education within their schools? 

 

4.2.3.1 Thematic map 

 
 

Figure 4.9: Thematic map - Principal B leadership practices 
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4.2.3.3 Leadership practices 

The year before PB arrived at State School B, “…the big battle was fought and 

they [the staff] were told things [had] to change and to modernise to support kids 

better”. This provided PB with permission to begin to make changes from day one, 

and since accepting the role, PB described that each year was getting better and 

easier, as the staff became more familiar with them, the way they worked and their 

expectations. The term “we” was consistently used by PB when describing ways of 

working at State School B, encompassing the leadership team in much of the 

conversation about the way things worked at the school. However, there was an 

acknowledgement that ultimate responsibility lay with them, and that decisions within 

the school were driven by their ideas about education and what it should entail. Staff 

understanding and acceptance of this was important: “They believe what I’m saying 

or they accept that there’s not much point arguing with me. Things are better that way”.  

PB identified the positive impact they believed someone in their position could have 

on all of the students in their school. As a consequence, they described principalship 

as “…a great job”, one that they “enjoyed”. PB’s vision for inclusive education at State 

School B was to provide students with “…the best education possible” and for their 

parents or carers to “…feel comfortable that their child is receiving [a] quality 

education”. It should be noted that this was predicated with a statement about the 

schools “…work in disability”, which did situate the vision within the context of students 

with a disability, rather than the broader context of being about all students. The 

following practices were described by PB as they discussed the way they were working 

towards their vision for their school.     

Leadership structures 

Establish effective working teams 

(i) Leadership team 

PB described their leadership team as including the positional leaders of the 

Principal, DP, and HOSES, and also included two teachers in the specific roles of 

learning and behaviour support. PB talked about building this team up over the years 

they had been at the school, and getting it to what it was at the time of the interviews, 

“a really good” and “very strong” leadership team, who worked behind closed doors to 

nut things out, and then presented a united front to the staff. According to PB, this 
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team was invaluable: “You can only survive as a principal if you have got a good 

leadership team”.  

(ii) Teachers in teams 

PB talked about teaching teams, which included year levels teams of teachers 

working together, and the HOSES and special education staff working as a team. The 

expectation of these teams was to support and learn from each other, and to work 

together to meet the needs of the students under their care, in the best possible way. 

PB described that “…working with other people…” in this way was the best way to 

utilise teachers as a resource, particularly when supporting students with diverse 

learning and behavioural needs.  

(iii) Families 

Finally, PB talked about many different ways they supported families, but reiterated 

that it was about “working with” rather than just doing things for families “…to support 

their children”. There was an expectation that families would be involved in their child’s 

schooling, particularly if the child needed extra support, and the building of positive 

relationships was worked on (and expected) by the school to encourage this to 

happen. 

Use teachers as leaders 

PB identified teachers as effective leaders of sustainable change. They described 

knowing which teachers to target because they were “onside”, and which to avoid as 

a “…waste of time”, as being important, stating that the best place to begin is “…where 

you are going to have success”. PB stated that “quality teachers” were targeted, and 

then given the classes with the higher needs of students with a disability or other 

educational needs:  

They do it really well and they are models for their peers. We talk here about 
working in a year level. If you’ve got a Year Two class which has higher 
needs, then the other Year Two teachers will see that this is what we do, 
and it’s at least a ripple effect. But it’s often more than that, it’s a hit them 
in the face approach of, ‘If they can do such a fantastic job with those kids 
then I should be able to’.    

 
PB acknowledged the work that these teachers did in promoting inclusive education 

as part of what State School B did. They described many of the strategies used by 

these teachers in their classrooms to support their diverse groups of students as being 
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“…just good classroom teaching” as “…a lot of the skills of working with special needs 

kids, a lot of the skills of working with traumatised kids, will work with all kids”, and this 

was a message they worked to get across to all teachers. PB acknowledged the 

contribution that these targeted teachers made in their work towards the vision of a 

more inclusive school, and as such supported them “…both personally and 

professionally, providing them with PD, providing them with release time”.  

Authority patterns 

Manage the school agenda 

(i) Prioritise 

PB had developed an analogy to describe the way they viewed the workings of the 

system:  

I explain to staff or to the leadership team that there are a lot of castles out 
there in people’s lives and those people who work in their castle are really 
passionate about their castle. They have their expectations and their 
requests, and they can’t understand why you don’t want to focus on their 
castle, because their castle has got to be the best castle in the world. But 
my job is to ensure, sometimes I’m the blocker of the castle and my boss 
said, ‘You shouldn’t call yourself the blocker, you should call yourself the 
gatekeeper’, but no I’m the blocker sometimes. I stop too much going to 
teachers and say, ‘We just can’t do it, we haven’t got time’.  

 
Prioritisation was how PB managed the multiple agendas they were handed. 

Decisions about what to take on board and what to “block” were made on the basis of 

what was “…going to be work best for our kids”. This was a challenge at times when 

the “castle makers” mandated the agendas they were pushing, and PB described 

using a “cursory approach” when things were not viewed as important or when other 

mandates were a priority, as “…you can’t do it all, you can’t do it all”.  

(ii) Align new agendas with the old 

Time and energy were spent on agendas that PB saw value in or was able to align 

with other things already happening in the school. An example of aligning agendas 

was presented when talking about a suggestion PB received to support students who 

were experiencing social/emotional issues:  

Why don’t you guys get involved with Kids Matter. OK, great idea. But I 
can’t stand up with a straight face and say, ‘Well, we are going to yet 
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another programme’, when I’ve been standing up and saying, ‘Hey, we’re 
a PBL school’. Instead I’m saying, ‘Let’s work it through PBL’. 

 
This approach allowed PB to bring new ideas into the school that they considered 

worthwhile without the creation of additional and unnecessary work, while supporting 

staff to see the connectedness between different ideas and meeting their 

responsibilities as principal. As PB noted, if things are not done “…it does usually 

come back on the principal”.  

Have tough conversations and make difficult decisions 

PB described having to make some difficult decisions in their endeavours to create 

a more inclusive school culture. They explained that when they first arrived at State 

School B, teachers had a say in which students they would have in their classes. This 

was a practice they quickly changed, as they could not understand, given that students 

could not select their teachers, why teachers were given this choice. PB viewed this 

as a practice fraught with danger when it came to the allocation of students with some 

level of need as “…by the time you take into account kids with SWD’s [students with 

a disability], or migrant kid’s needs, or low socio-economic needs, or those kids 

suffering from trauma, you’re really talking about half the kids here”. The allocation of 

students to classes and teachers became the work of the leadership team, and while 

not a popular decision initially, PB described it as an accepted “norm” at the time of 

the interviews.  

PB also described having “…the tough conversations” around inclusive education. 

They illustrated this through the following example: 

When you’ve got a teacher who says to you, ‘The guy who’s taking bicycle 
safety has done it every year and has not included my class because I have 
kids who are special in it’. Now, these kids are intellectually impaired or 
autistic. They’re not physically impaired, they’re not hearing impaired. It’s 
just because that was the class, he didn’t include them. I’ve supported them 
by going along and saying, ‘It will happen. It needs to happen. These kids 
are quite capable of riding a bike, so how are we going to make it happen’.  

 
PB indicated they had found themselves in situations where teachers responded with 

“no, no, no!”, to a request involving the inclusion of students with a disability. PB used 

these conversations as a learning opportunity: “So I support them by reminding them 

that we have both an ethical and legal responsibility. If someone was to make a 
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complaint, I will not back them because what they are doing is wrong”. PB explained 

that since taking this stance through making the difficult decisions and having the 

tough conversations, attitudes towards inclusive education had improved across the 

board, and they were having to engage in these practices on fewer and fewer 

occasions.  

Be the example 

PB viewed the leadership team as decisive contributors to the success or not of 

inclusive practices within State School B. This required the team to both “…model a 

standard” of behaviour, and call out “…people who were using inappropriate language 

or had the wrong attitudes”. This mention of “inappropriate language” demonstrated a 

lack of understanding on PB’s part about appropriate and inclusive language, as much 

of the language they used was “exclusive”. This will be explored in more detail further 

on. PB admitted to not having a strong understanding about how to work successfully 

with students with a disability and viewed this recognition as part of modelling to staff. 

It was OK not to know, but part of their job to find out: “I’m certainly learning stuff now 

from the SWD [students with a disability] teachers that I had never heard of, and that 

I’ve not understood”.   

Culture, values and ideology 

A rhetoric of difference 

PB established a rhetoric of difference between both staff and students. Staff were 

placed into one of two distinct groups: special education staff or mainstream staff. 

Special education staff were those who had traditionally worked within the SEP, and 

mainstream staff encapsulated everyone else. When describing the innovative 

restructure of the classes, PB described special education teachers as becoming 

mainstream teachers, situating them as two very different things, rather than just all 

being considered teachers first, who may have expertise in working in particular areas. 

The use of this type of language was also present when discussing students, who 

were again placed into two categories: students with needs, and mainstream students 

who were considered to be “normal”. Interestingly, PB used the term “dysfunctional” 

on three occasions to describe situations where student behaviours did not fit the 

“norm” but could not be explained by a diagnosis. Language of otherness, such as the 

terms “those kids” and “them” was used consistently throughout both interviews. PB 
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placed the descriptor before the person, and used terms such as “disabled children”, 

“non-communicative cerebral palsy boy”, “a spina bifida girl”, “special needs kids”, 

“migrant children” and “highly volatile ASD type kids”. PB also used the term “suffering” 

to describe how students experienced both trauma or disability. PB did use person 

first language twice, using the term “students with a diagnosis” on a couple of 

occasions. Person first language was also evident in the State School B’s documents, 

with the Annual Report using the term “children with disabilities”. No language that 

could be deemed as being exclusive was found within the school’s documentation. 

Structure, policies and procedures 

Use “innovative” class structures 

PB used the word “innovative” on two occasions to describe the class restructures 

that had happened in their time at State School B. At the time of the interviews, the 

school had two classes in what PB described as the “traditional unit”. Justification for 

this was presented as coming from both the families and the school, who believed 

“…the kids [could] be better educated in a class of seven”. This meant that a large 

percentage of students with a recognised disability were being educated within what 

PB called the “mainstream” part of the school, which meant that almost all classes 

included one or more students with a disability. To “…provide the best education” they 

could “…in that format”, PB talked about their “innovative” approach: 

A year 6/7 class this year, which would have 26 kids in it. I think about seven 
of them have a diagnosis, with two teachers. Another teacher, there’s 14 in 
the class, seven with a diagnosis and some high functioning but highly 
volatile ASD type kids. Seven of them traditional mainstream. We’ve 
actually made that a boy classroom and they have a fulltime teacher aide. 
And then there’s a third special ed. teacher and [they’re] a real example….I 
think about half those students have a diagnosis and the other half are 
mainstream. There are two teachers on that class and a full-time teacher 
aide….the second teacher has an IT background and so they power along 
with their inclusivity and their IT. 

 
The final sentence here is interesting as it situates the notion of “inclusivity” with “IT”, 

as something that is a single construct that is pulled out or done at specific times, 

rather than it being a holistic way of doing education. PB explained that the decision 

to restructure in the way described above, was done so as it made better use of the 

staffing resources of State School B, and provided “inclusivity” that was not there 
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before: “We know perfectly well that if we’ve got a class with a high proportion of SWD 

[students with a disability] kids you need a teacher who has got that training”, so that 

is what each of the classes described above had. 

When asked about the how the parents of the students without a diagnosis reacted 

to the class allocations, PB responded: 

We have had the reaction of, ‘I don’t want my child in that class because 
they will be disadvantaged’. We have had a couple. We do have situations 
where there are violent outbursts in the class and the parent comes in…. 
We might have moved at the most I’d say two. Fair enough, we’re not going 
to fight or have bad feelings all year with that family. But it’s not common 
and it’s usually because we talk through these things. 

 
It is interesting to note here that PB identified the concerns of the families as being 

around behaviour, not about the possibility of their child being academically 

disadvantaged by being placed into a class with a high proportion of students with a 

recognised disability.  

Parents and community 

Build relationships with families 

PB identified relationships as something they considered “…part of the goal” of 

working with students and families in schools. PB considered positive relationships 

with families to be especially relevant for the HOSES and for classroom teachers, as 

this allowed for good lines of communication, as well as for some of the more difficult 

situations involving student behaviour to be managed effectively. Positive 

relationships with families/carers was highlighted as key to successful implementation 

of the school’s Responsible Behaviour Plan, and “strong relationships” with families 

were described in the school’s Annual Report as being part of life at State School B. 

Positive relationships with students were also highlighted, and PB described these as 

something they wanted the students at State School B to feel and understand: “We 

really did want to have a good relationship with you and that desire for you to do a 

good thing is real”. 

Professional learning 

Engage in professional development  
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PB expressed a belief in the power of professional development, and described 

“…improved training and improved knowledge”, as leading to “better support” for all 

students. Professional development was highlighted in the school’s Annual Report as 

being of great importance at State School B, and was provided through both 

workshops at the school, and staff attending externally run programmes. While 

keeping abreast of curriculum and issues involving diversity were identified by PB as 

being important, the greatest area of need sat around understanding trauma, and PB 

acknowledged there was still a lot of work to do in this area: “The big thing for us, if 

you want to make a difference, is for teachers to understand how to work with trauma. 

That’s a really big thing for us.” This need was what PB stated would drive the 

professional development agenda for the following year, and funds had been allocated 

to it in the school’s Investing for Success document. 
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4.2.4 Summary of findings  
Table 4.2: Summary of the findings from the data analysis from Case Study B. 

Focus area Findings 
Attitudes towards inclusive education • It’s the job of the special education 

staff 
• Behaviour is a barrier 
• Parents can be a barrier 
• It’s the role of the state school 

Knowledge of inclusion • It’s a continuum  
• It’s about difference 
• It’s about values 
• It’s the responsibility of everyone 

Knowledge of exclusion • It’s about behaviour 
Leadership practices  • Leadership structures 

- Establish effective working teams 
- Use teachers as leaders 

• Authority patterns 
- Manage the school agenda 
- Have tough conversations and 

make difficult decisions 
- Be the example 

• Culture, values and ideology 
- A rhetoric of difference 

• Structure, policies and procedures 
- Use “innovative” class structures 

• Parents and community 
- Build relationships with families 

• Professional learning 
- Engage in professional 

development  
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4.3 CASE STUDY C  
BACKGROUND 

State School C is a large primary school with a Special Education Programme 

(SEP), in a regional city of Queensland. At the time of the interviews Principal C (PC) 

had been at the school for more than five years, after spending approximately 20 years 

as a principal in a number of smaller schools across the state. PC described knowing 

they wanted to be a teacher from their early teens and attributed this to having had a 

positive primary school experience and loving the notion of learning. After only a 

couple of years in the classroom PC won their first principal position. They explained 

that a love of the strategic nature of the role had kept them in it ever since. 

 

4.3.1 GUIDING QUESTION 1 

What attitudes do primary school principals have towards inclusive education? 

 

4.3.1.1 Thematic map  

 
Figure 4.10: Thematic map - Principal C attitudes towards inclusive education 
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4.3.1.2 Attitudes towards inclusive education 

PC talked about a previous school they had led which operated on a model of “total 

inclusion”. Despite this, PC explained they “…saw the difficulties there, even with a 

school that accepted inclusion and accepted difference”. Upon beginning at State 

School C, PC noted early on that the school had “no idea” when it came to inclusive 

education: “It was a total withdrawal model”. From their experiences, PC articulated a 

distinct attitude towards inclusive education. 

It’s difficult 

Must be “reasonable”  

PC described the school’s responsibility as being to ensure that students can “…be 

part of what they can reasonably be expected to be able to do” and described this as 

“reasonable inclusion”: “Inclusion doesn’t necessarily mean that they’re [the student] 

involved with every activity that every child will do, you know what I mean? That CP 

kid in a wheelchair goes out to Phys Ed but they don’t run 100 meters”. This was 

acknowledged by PC as being “…different to what that woman who’s running around 

[Loretta Giorcelli5 - Quality Schools Inclusive Leaders (QSIL)] is saying, where 

everyone has got to be included in everything”. To press the point, PC described this 

scenario: 

That kid CP kid in a wheelchair. She can’t go swimming. She can’t swim in 
the chair. She can’t swim and her body just won’t allow her to swim, so 
she’s not going to just bob in the pool because it’s wet. 

 
Parental expectation was articulated by PC as a challenge to the notion of “reasonable 

inclusion”: “The parent who believes their child, their definition of inclusion, is being 

able to access and be involved in everything when some of that is not reasonable”. 

What was “reasonable” was determined by State School C, as PC indicated, these 

decisions were predicated on “…what we consider the needs of those kids”.  

 

 

 
5 Loretta Giorcelli was the author and presenter of the Quality Schools Inclusive Leaders (QSIL) 

programme PC had completed in the years prior to the interviews. 
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Doesn’t work for everyone 

PC explained that inclusive education had to work for everyone, and all students 

were considered at State School C when looking at the way programmes and classes 

were structured. This way, students without any additional needs did not have their 

learning disrupted by those who the school felt could not manage in the mainstream 

classroom. As PC described: 

I’m also reflective on the need for the whole, our population. Some kids you 
can put with these kids and it disrupts the learning of all, so we’ve sort of 
got a semi withdrawal model now and kids are looked at in terms of their 
need. We have high performing ASD kids who are full-time in the 
classroom. We’ve got other ASD kids who are in unit programmes. 

 

The use of the term “high performing” was interesting here as it implied that these 

students were able to fit with the expectations of the mainstream classroom, whereas 

the other students mentioned by PC could not, so they were withdrawn. 

It’s the job of the special education staff 

PC explained that State School C had been through the process outlined in the 

Index for Inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2002) not long after they started their job. The 

decision to utilise this tool was made after PC encountered negative teacher attitudes 

towards students with disabilities: “You do something with those [actual emphasis] 

kids, I don’t want them”. While PC was paramount in the initial decision to do 

something to change teacher attitudes, it was left to the Head of Special Education 

Services (HOSES) to work with the relevant part of the education department to 

determine a path of action and to implement it. The HOSES also led the development 

and enactment of the policy on the use of Individual Curriculum Plans (ICPs - plans 

that could be used to individualise some aspects of the curriculum for students working 

significantly above or below standard expectations) within the school, a reasonably 

new departmental initiative at the time of the interviews. 

Behaviour is a barrier 

PC described behaviour that sat outside the norm as being “tolerated” and 

“provided for” at State School C, and whilst work had been done to help staff 

understand the “…underlying causes” of the behaviour issues, PC indicated that this 

was not enough for some students. This meant that a number of students who 
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“…behaviourally, socially, emotionally, cannot work in a large group”, received their 

education in the SEP classrooms. 

In addition, PC argued that if student needs could not be “reasonably” catered for 

within the mainstream school because of behaviour challenges, there should be 

alternative schooling options: “We’ve got one teacher with two kids over there [in the 

SEP] now. They would never function [in the mainstream]. They’re never going to. 

They should be in a special school”.  

 

4.3.2 GUIDING QUESTION 2 

How do primary school principals know the constructs of inclusion and exclusion? 

 

4.3.2.1 Thematic map: Inclusion  

 
Figure 4.11: Thematic map - Principal C knowledge of inclusion  

 

4.3.2.2 Knowledge of inclusion 

PC indicated that the school had, in the previous year or so, been through a 

process of completing the Index for Inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2002), which had led 

to a co-constructed (with school staff) definition of inclusive education at State School 

C. PC read it out, “Inclusion is a journey. All stakeholders value the uniqueness of 

individuals and accept difference in an endeavour to have equitable access to all areas 

of school life”. Despite this, the language of “inclusive education” or “inclusion” was 

mentioned in only one of the four documents analysed, and no funds were identified 

as having been allocated to this area.  
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PC was asked to share an example of inclusive education in action, and this was 

their response: 

I don’t want to tell someone else’s story but [student name] yesterday, he’s 
one of our ASD kids, his teacher just wandered in here and said, ‘Oh look, 
we need a job for [student name]  to do’, and I went, ‘Why the hell do you 
want a job for [student name] to do?’ Oh shit, its assembly and we have a 
book week assembly. [Student name] is not going to last. No way, he 
wouldn’t last three minutes with the confusion over there. He’d be 
screaming and yelling and carrying on. So, the teacher just brought him in 
here. We’ve included him. The office staff found him something to do so he 
wasn’t punished by not going, and it’s just stuff like that happens. 

 
This example is an interesting one as it described the office staff “including” the student 

rather than the student being successfully able to access the school assembly that the 

rest of the students were attending. PC’s connection between punishment and 

inclusion is also worth noting – we did not punish the student, so we were being 

inclusive. Perhaps this can be explained by PC’s understanding of what inclusive 

education is. 

It’s a continuum  

PC described inclusive education as something that happened at “some” points in 

time, for some students, determined by the schools perceived needs or abilities of 

each student: “…there is some inclusion in classrooms, depending on what the needs 

of the kids are”. The notion of “some inclusion” implies there is also some exclusion, 

and PC justified this by making it about student need:  

Depends on your definition of inclusion. To me, I define that it is also what 
the child requires, so if they require a withdrawal programme that will deliver 
the best possible outcomes for them, that’s what they get. Some kids, it 
doesn’t matter how much you do with them in the mainstream classroom, 
they don’t move. They might be entertained, or they might be catered for, 
but they just don’t move.  

 
This was determined by the school’s understanding of the student’s needs:  

…it is what the child requires, so if they require a withdrawal programme to 
deliver the best possible outcomes for them, that’s what we provide. 
Inclusion doesn’t necessarily mean that they’re involved with every activity 
that every child will do.  
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PC explained that the school ran a “…semi-withdrawal model of inclusion” as the 

staff had come to an understanding when completing the Index of Inclusion that they 

required a separate provision for some students for one of two reasons. Firstly, the 

students themselves, while “…they might be entertained or might be catered for, just 

don’t move (academically)”. Secondly, “some kids”, when placed into a mainstream 

classroom, “…disrupt the learning of all”. When asked to look at and talk about the  

Provision of Support Continuum, PC indicated the construct as sitting at the bottom 

half of the continua, where some students would always need to be educated in 

separate provisions on the mainstream school site, and others required special school 

placements. This concept of inclusive education is reflected in the school’s 

documentation. While inclusive education was only explicitly mentioned in the 

Pedagogical Framework, the other documents described the separate provision of 

education for students with a disability in the SEP, and programmes run outside of the 

classroom to support students who required additional help in the areas of literacy and 

numeracy (funding was attached to this in the Investing for Success document), and 

for students who required extension. It is worth noting that PC did not talk about 

students requiring extension at any point throughout either of the interviews, despite it 

appearing a number of times in three of the four school documents analysed.  

PC did not indicate they would refuse an enrolment of any student wishing to attend 

their school, however they described two of their students as being “…really high level, 

high needs kids…” who “…should be in special schools”. 

It’s about difference 

When asked to describe their school cohort within the context of inclusive 

education, PC identified four distinct groups of students - students born overseas 

and/or from families settled as refugees, students with disabilities, indigenous 

students, and those students who “…don’t fit any of those moulds but are just not 

there”. The placement of these groups as “different” was situated within PC’s 

description of themselves and their staff as being “white” and “middle class”, and as 

such PC described that work was required through the Index for Inclusion process for 

teachers to “…accept that while these kids were different, it was OK”. This notion of 

difference was also reflected in the school’s statements around inclusive education, 

quoted previously. State School C documentation reflected this, with the diverse 
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cohort of the school described in terms of disability, ethnicity and aboriginality in both 

their Annual Report and Responsible Behaviour Plan.   

It’s about values 

Tolerance acceptance and understanding 

The terms “tolerance” and “tolerated” were used in State School C’s inclusive 

education statements to outline what was expected of teachers when managing 

“difference”. PC stated, “…my yardstick is tolerance”, then noted that “tolerance” 

comes with “…acceptance of difference”. They described it looking like this: 

When I can see a kid doing something differently in the classroom and the 
teacher is living with it. They’ve understood it. They know the child’s 
different. They’ve worked a way of working with that child to get the best 
out of them. They’re not imposing some expectations that they have over 
them. They’re not cranky at them. They’re not belittling them because they 
cannot do what other kids are doing…it’s about acceptance and 
understanding, and tolerance.  

 
This required staff to be able to “…understand what it’s like to be in those sort of 

situations”, to put themselves into the shoes of the students they were working with, 

particularly those who had experienced hardships. PC also described tolerance as 

something they hoped to instil in the students of State School C. When asked about 

what they would like their students to leave State School C with, PC relied, “…the 

ability to get on with other people and be accepting of difference. That comes with the 

tolerance. Just to be good people. I just think that the world needs good people.” 

Tolerance, acceptance and understanding appear together as a cluster or terms in the 

school’s Annual Report, but not within any of the other documents.   

It’s the responsibility of everyone 

According to PC, successful inclusive education should be about “relationships” 

and “diversity” and required “…everyone [to understand] their place in working with 

children”. While PC acknowledged at the time of the interviews that not all staff were 

completely on board, they described the responsibility for this as sitting with the 

leadership team, and it was identified as something this team were still focussed on. 

However, when talking specifically about students with a disability, much of the 

discussion centred on the Head of Special Education Services (HOSES) and, at times, 

the special education teachers, placing responsibility for this cohort of students with 
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those in positions labelled as “special education”. This was described by PC in relation 

to policy development, case management (encompassed academic and behavioural 

needs), and teaching.  

 

4.3.2.3 Thematic map: Exclusion 

 
Figure 4.12: Thematic map - Principal C knowledge of exclusion  

 

4.3.2.4 Knowledge of exclusion 

Different meanings for different students 

PC provided two definitions of exclusion. The first was for “a regular student”: 

“Exclusion is when behaviour is abhorrent and conduct is beyond what the school can 

tolerate anymore or provide support for, so those children will be excluded”. This 

concept of exclusion was supported in the school’s Responsible Behaviour Plan and 

was the only time the term appeared within the documentation. The Annual Report 

indicated that PC had not excluded any students in the two years prior to the 

interviews, however the use of suspension had increased over this time period. 

The second was for students with a disability: “Exclusion in terms of SWD [students 

with a disability] children would be where they aren’t provided with the service that 

they required, or it has just been forgotten. They are just excluded from whatever”. 

While this second definition was vague, PC did go on to explain that it could be 

circumvented through differentiation, and catering for student’s needs. It was 

interesting to note that it was only for this group of students, those with a disability, to 

whom PC attached this definition of exclusion.  
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4.3.3 GUIDING QUESTION 3 
What leadership practices do primary school principals adopt to enact inclusive education within their schools? 

 
4.3.3.1 Thematic map 

 

 
Figure 4.9 

4.13: Thematic map - Principal C leadership practices 
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4.3.3.2 Leadership practices 

PC recalled beginning at State School C and noted that it was a “…tough place. 

This was a tough place to come into”. When PC arrived, the school was working on a 

model of “total withdrawal”, where any students requiring additional support received 

that support out of the classroom: “…the challenge that we had here was having 

teachers accept that these kids were different but it was OK”. Despite acknowledging 

the difficulties of doing this, PC stated that their competitive nature meant they worked 

to “…prove [they] were the best” and did this in a deliberate, but “democratic” way:  

I’m strategic so I like that ability to be able to think outside the box and work 
out what’s coming, what needs to be done and then how you have to move 
people and the organisation. I like that side of it. I don’t like doing it, but I 
like that ability and to then see it move. Once you build up the environment 
and the climate which is conducive for that to happen, it happens. It’s all 
that, it’s building those structural things, putting them in place to get things 
going. 

 
Almost immediately upon starting at State School C, PC set about establishing “a 

process” to move the school in a more inclusive direction. At the time of the interviews, 

PC described their vision for their school (and they did describe it as “my vision”) - to 

“…have an inclusive staff. It’s really about everyone understanding their place in 

working with children. Having a strong relationship with children. Being positive even 

when things aren’t at their best.” PC felt “very comfortable” with where the school was 

at in working towards the vision and described their work at the time to be “…just 

tidying up. We’re catching up with those people that still need to be caught up with”. 

PC did express a desire to continue to push the school forward, and to look at students 

having more input into their own schooling path: 

We talk about a school that’s growing with knowledge, many paths, many 
futures. So, it’s now just understanding what that means. That every child 
has an opportunity somewhere doesn’t mean the path I might have for them 
is what they want. They might have some other way of doing it. So, we look 
at that, go yep, righto, well, what does that mean to you as a teacher? What 
does that mean to this particular child? You get those teachers who thinks 
a child’s not going anywhere where they think they should be going, but is 
it your vision or is it the child’s? Who’s to say that what you think that child 
needs to do will fit with what may be their particular vision, what may be 
their future? How are you going to create the path for them to get there? So 
that’s where we’re heading next. 
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This is interesting as it does challenge some of the ideas that PC talked about 

previously, where student programmes were allocated at the school’s discretion. It is 

worth pointing out here that PC also indicated they felt they had the “balance” right 

between inclusion and withdrawal, which does perhaps indicate that PC’s plans for 

moving forward would not impinge upon the school’s current inclusion/withdrawal 

model. The leadership practices employed by PC to get State School C to the point 

they were at the time of the interviews are described below.  

Understand leadership 

Develop the climate then change the culture 

PC identified as part of their role, leading the creation of a climate that enabled the 

required change to build the culture they envisioned. They described this as the “…top 

down stuff”, where they “…set the vision”, “…set the direction”, by affirming, “…this is 

what we do here, this is how we operate”; “…you’ve got to portray what you want 

things to be”. PC described that doing this created the climate where, through the 

Index for Inclusion process, as a staff they “…had these discussions which led us to 

see that these extraordinary things [working with students with additional needs] are 

not really extraordinary. It is just part of what we do”. Staff mindsets were changed, 

and they began to become “familiar” with PC’s notion of inclusive education; 

“…teachers in classrooms now know that it’s just their duty [and] they are not 

stressed”. At the time of the interviews PC described the majority of staff as having 

“…the right attitudes” towards inclusive education, though there were “…still some of 

those staff who believe[d] they [didn’t] have a responsibility, or there should be more 

provided for them rather than for the child [with additional needs] to help them”. 

Despite this PC indicated they felt State School C was in a good place, and that an 

inclusive culture has been “built” and “established”. This culture was something PC 

held tightly to, and indicated that while they were “…open to suggestions” about 

operations within the school, they did not value what they considered to be criticism: 

“…you [the staff] don’t have a right to just walk in here [PC”s office] and change it. This 

is how we do inclusion”.  

To sustain the culture at State School C, PC used constant reminders: “…all of my 

conversations are about reminding and reinforcing the practices, processes, [and] 

values of what we have as a school”. PC explained that resistance still arose from 
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some staff at various points in time, so reminding them of the collaborative process 

they had been through and the end product they had agreed to (via the Index for 

Inclusion process), was necessary: 

Someone’s got to keep them track. Somebody’s got to be the person who 
is constantly reminding this mob, ‘Yeah, we’re doing it this way. Not cause 
that’s [me] banging on about it, well I start banging on about it. Here’s me 
banging on about it, but we’ve all agreed we are going to do this, so we’re 
going to do it’. I guess it’s keeping on top of where they [the staff] are so 
you’re constantly giving the right message. 

 
Leadership structures 

Establish effective working teams 

(i) Leadership team 

The leadership team comprised only of those who held positional leadership roles. 

Support had been sought from an academic at a local university to develop effective 

and sustainable structures within the leadership team, and at the time of the interviews 

they remained part of the leadership group. At the time of the interviews, PC described 

their leadership team as “strong”, with each member knowing and executing their role 

within the team under the direction of them. PC described part of their role in a 

leadership meeting like this: 

Asking the questions. ‘What are you doing with this? How are you doing 
your bit?’ So, we all know what we’re doing and that’s our last job every 
time. It’s about making sure we know what we’re doing. That’s my job, to 
make sure what we’re doing fits in with the direction in which we are moving. 
I tell them that and they all get excited and they go off and do their thing. 

 
Despite the work of the leadership team, PC held onto the authority of their 

position; when asked about who determined the direction of the work the 

leadership team was taking, PC replied, “me”. 

(ii) Teachers in teams 

Teaching teams had been established across each of the year levels, with 

specialist teachers and special education staff working as different teams. PC 

described these as being “fantastic” and “effective”, as teacher’s “…talk together, they 

work together, and we do everything that we possibly can as part of that group”. In this 

way PC considered the teaching teams to work as both a way for teachers to learn 
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from and to support one another, not only in relation to their teaching, but also in their 

management of student behaviour (as identified in the school’s Responsible 

Behaviour Plan).   

Authority patterns 

Manage the school agenda 

PC expressed their dissatisfaction at the way the system passed down their various 

agendas, and the impact this had upon their work as a school principal: 

My personal frustration, and what kills me, is when they move the agendas 
all over the place and I don’t have any idea what’s going on. Then I’ve got 
to go back and find out everything that’s going on, get an understanding 
and handle on it, and then be able to bring it back into what we’re doing. 
That’s a really tough period for me as a principal with my style of leadership. 
I think it would be for anybody. You’re still paddling and making out that 
everything’s OK when really it’s shit. 

 
Ultimate responsibility sits with the principal and PC acknowledged this: “…you have 

to keep on top of everything yourself. I get very frustrated”. The best way to manage 

this, as PC explained, was to try and stay just ahead of where they needed to be: 

“…we have to be just above the pack and if we are, people leave us alone and that is 

exactly what we want to be, left alone to do our job”. To do this PC described using 

three different practices. 

(i) Play the gate keeper 

Placing themselves as “gate keeper” was how PC described the way they 

managed the different (and at times competing) agendas they were expected to 

engage with. This approach was one they shared with their staff: 

I gate keep. I’ve talked to staff here. My job is a gate keeper so I’ve got to 
look out at everything that’s out there, that’s coming down. Some gate 
keepers just leave the doors closed and the school gets so far behind and 
it falls over. Others open the flood gates and every new idea gets dumped 
on the school and people are constantly under stress. I’ve changed. My job 
is to look at it and I gate keep. I open it up, I let bits in, the direction, the 
agendas, that we’re going in. I may still share some other things and say, 
‘These things are out there, you need to be aware of them. We are not 
going to touch them yet but if someone comes along and talks to you about 
this then you might need to be aware.’, and generally speaking that’s the 
way that I deal with it. It’s a gate keeping mode but it’s not about locking 
people out of what happens cause I think that’s where the biggest mistakes 
are made.  
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This sharing of things to come was important to PC. It allowed them to let staff know 

what was out there, without requiring anything from them at the time. When the time 

did come for action, the staff were “comfortable” with the agenda rather than it being 

“…a brand new thing” they had to do. PC provided an example of this around the 

Department of Education’s release of another type of mandated plan teachers would 

need to complete for students with a disability, the Individual Curriculum Plan (ICP): “I 

shared with the staff that it was coming, all of it. I said, ‘These ICPEBBs, so we’ve 

already got a list of plans a mile long, are coming’. We have shared everything with 

them, so they know what’s going to come”. 

(ii) Meld and align agendas 

When asked about how they determine what was let through the gate and what is 

not, PC explained: 

They need to fit in with where we’re at as a school unit, the directions that 
we have set and that we’re working on or can easily be able to link in with 
those. So, we have a school improvement agenda each year and that could 
have up to about twelve things on it and if something new comes and it can 
be fitted in then we’ll fit it in. If it sits out there, completely outside of that, 
then we put it over there and we will then slowly, maybe, work it in. There’s 
a selection process. It is through our school improvement agenda. 

 
This was evident in the outline of school programmes within the documentation. New 

initiatives had been aligned with or melded into existing school programmes, rather 

than sitting separately to them. The school’s improvement agenda also drove what 

staff needed to focus on in their Professional Development Plans (PDP), and they 

were supported through various forms of resourcing to achieve their career and 

personal goals across the agenda areas:  

We put it [the school’s improvement agenda] out there and say [to staff], 
‘OK, what are the three things we need to do as part of your Professional 
Development Plan (PDP). OK, we’re going to do the school-wide 
pedagogical framework. We are going to keep the data discussions going. 
We are going to do coaching and feedback.’ Righto, so suddenly that fits. 
So, when we are running those three things over there, when people say, 
‘Well, what are we doing all this for?’, we say, ‘Hold on. You’re doing this 
because it’s part of our school-wide agenda. It’s also part of your PDP.’ ‘Oh 
yeah, that’s right. Yeah, get that’, and they go and do it. 
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PC articulated that as well as delivering professional growth in the focus areas for 

which the teachers themselves were accountable, this approach also helped them 

understand the alignment between the different agendas.  

Have tough conversations and make difficult decisions 

PC explained that having good processes, structures, and systems made it easier 

to have the conversations and make the decisions they needed to as a principal. 

Rather than getting into a debate about an issue, PC described themselves as 

reverting back to processes, structures, and systems that were in place, which meant 

the onus was removed from them and placed back onto the staff member/s they were 

working with, as demonstrated in this example: 

I’ll give you a classic example. The other day a gentleman came to see me, 
one of the deputies and there’d been a huge blow up with a teacher and 
another group of teachers. ‘How dare they make decisions outside of their 
unit’, whatever. She [the teacher] was totally wrong. So, I just simply put 
out an email and said, ‘By the way’, and it was all over the selection of 
children to go down to the light parade and this teacher was just pushing 
other kids into it, so we just said ‘A reminder of our process. This is what 
we have to do. If you’ve got any issues come and see me’, and the matter 
was dealt with because those people that got yelled at are going, ‘Yeah, 
OK. I see what [they’ve done] and [they have] backed us up’. But the other 
teacher’s going, ‘Oh gees, I’ve blown up here’. But then I just go and talk to 
that teacher on the side. ‘Did you get my email? Great. You know what was 
I saying? Think before you open your mouth’. ‘Oh yeah, OK’. I’ve had a lot 
of those discussions 

 
The good processes, structures, and systems also provided a way for PC to make 

difficult staffing decisions and justify them, and to say no to staff when they made 

requests that did not align with the school’s improvement agenda. 

Make teachers stress 

PC described the staff at State School C as having “no idea” about inclusive 

education when they first arrived. Once PC was ready to move in this area, they made 

the deliberate decision the best way to drive sustainable change was to “…throw them 

[teachers] in the deep end [and] make them stress a bit” by introducing a model of “full 

inclusion”. PC stated this “…put the pressure on teachers and they reacted and hated 

it”. At this point PC was able to offer teachers a “way out” of the full-inclusion approach 

through “…having the discussions” about inclusive education as a staff, and being part 

of the process to develop a model that would work for State School C. PC incentivised 
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teachers to be part of this with the assurance that they would be “…supported, all the 

way along”. It was through this process that the model described by PC was 

formulated and agreed upon, and PC talked about this achievement as being a 

positive one for the culture of State School C.  

Culture, values and ideology 

A rhetoric of difference 

PC used language to describe students who were different from the norm, who did 

not “…fit the mould”, with terms such as “those” and “them” used consistently to “other” 

particular groups of students. The term “looney bird” was also used to describe staff 

and students whose behaviour changed towards the end of the school year. 

Categories of disability were used to describe students who were educated in the SEP 

“We have some PIs [Physical impairment], HIs [Hearing impairment], we have a 

couple of HI children, IIs [Intellectual impairment], a couple of IIs in there.” Students 

who attended this programme were grouped together as the “SEP kids”, a term which 

was used on a number of occasions. The language used in the school’s 

documentation was more formal and “person first”, for example the phrase “…students 

with a disability” was used on a number of occasions. “Diverse” and “diversity” were 

also used consistently throughout State School C’s documentation to describe the 

cohort of the school, with disability, ethnicity and aboriginality cited as the makeup of 

this. 

Another interesting use of language around the SEP was this: “We’ve got full time 

classes across there in the SEP. We’ve got other students that come out just for 

particular Maths or English special programmes.” The use of the phrase “come out 

just for particular…programmes” suggested these students were in some way kept 

away from the rest of the school and only allowed out for specific reasons.  

Understand functions of behaviour 

PC explained that a big part of shifting the mindsets of their teachers towards 

becoming more inclusive, was helping them to recognise the importance of 

understanding causes of challenging or different behaviour; “…it’s understanding 

those underlying causations that led to the behaviours to try and make sure they don’t 

happen again”, whether those causes are within the school’s control or not:  
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I had a student the other day say to me, ‘Piss off you old fucking bastard’. 
You know, I’m not an old bastard. I don’t care about the language. I let that 
go, that’s just heat of the moment stuff. We’ve trained people now to let go 
but other people can’t handle that, being sworn at. But it’s about finding 
that, when we look at underlying causations, something’s caused that 
behaviour in that child. Who knows, they’ve had a bad day at school, 
whatever. For SEP kids it can be as simple as, ‘You’ve changed my seat in 
the room’, so you want to look at the causes. You’re not looking at the 
behaviour they’re exhibiting to you, but what’s behind it to fix it. I picked up 
the other day, some kids were off. Why are the kids off? Oh gees, Mummy’s 
got a new boyfriend. It’s got nothing to do with us. Mum can’t work out why 
the kids are off. So, it’s not the kid’s problem but we’ve got to cater for the 
fact and work on Mum to realise that it’s the home circumstances. 

 
While not all staff were at the point that PC described themselves as being, they did 

indicate that as a school, their “…understanding of kids, kid’s behaviours, kid’s 

conditions, [had] improved and therefore allowed for better responses when issues 

[arose]”. Rather than just punishing students, staff were encouraged to understand the 

causes of the behaviour and manage students from that perspective. This was 

reflected in the detail of the Responsible Behaviour Plan, though it must be noted that 

this document also used the term “disciplined” to describe their school environment, 

rhetoric that has very different connotations attached to it from those described above. 

Despite this work, PC expressed that it was not easy. Given the complexity of the 

cohort at State School C, students’ behaviours still challenged what many staff 

considered to be appropriate from what PC described as their “white, middleclass” 

perspectives, and PC found themselves having to manage many of the behavioural 

issues: “…the skills that teachers have to be tolerant need to grow”. PC did indicate 

they felt that the behaviour of students had changed over time and said, “I think some 

of their behaviours are more abhorrent now” and gave two reasons for this. The first 

was that parents and carers did not control the home environments in the way that 

had once been the case and children were allowed to get away with more than they 

used to be. The second reason was also to do with control:  

The controlled nature of schooling has gone. There was a power over it that 
sort of kept a lot of kids in line, for want of a better word. I think that’s gone 
now. We don’t have the power in schools and some of these behaviour 
conditions, for want of a better word, are more difficult to deal with in a 
negotiating fashion because the students can’t negotiate. They understood 
control or they understood power, but when it comes down to ‘let’s negotiate 
this’, it’s just too hard. 
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Behavioural issues were often used by staff to challenge the schools “inclusive 

culture”. While PC did argue that some students required segregated settings because 

they could not cope within the mainstream classrooms, for those who were in these 

spaces there was an expectation that staff would work to understand the causes of 

behaviour to help manage them. If they did not do this, PC explained, they would not 

support them: “I’m not interested in the behaviour that’s happened. You know you 

grabbed the kid by the hair and pulled him out of class. No wonder he’s cranky with 

you”. Interestingly, the management of student behaviour was area in State School 

C’s School Opinion survey data (as appeared in their Annual Report) that scored the 

lowest across all measured cohorts: students, parents/carers and staff.   

Structure, policies and procedures 

Operate segregated settings 

State School C operated different types of educational settings and programmes 

for different groups of students, determined by the school’s perceptions of student 

need. PC explained that they had an SEP that catered for students with physical 

impairment, intellectual disability and Autism Spectrum disorder. The SEP also 

educated “…kids who just don’t fit the mould”. Only students with a disability 

considered to be “high functioning” were placed into mainstream classrooms. It was 

interesting to note that in the school’s Annual Report, the SEP was described as being 

“hosted” by State School C. The use of this term positioned the SEP as a separate 

entity to that of the school and implied a relationship that was not equal in power.  

Some groups of students also moved between different settings. State School C 

ran an “EAL/D unit” for the students coming into school with English as an Additional 

Language or Dialect. PC described the role of this unit like this: “We have got five or 

six teachers in that unit as well, so those first arrivals go to an intensive language 

programme for an hour a day and then they are supported, usually for the first three 

years”. Students deemed as requiring literacy and numeracy support in mainstream 

classes received specialised lessons outside of their classrooms, delivered in small 

groups by support staff (both teachers and teacher aides). This model of withdrawal 

did cause some issues, as PC explained:  

It’s difficult for teachers because you’ve got kids going everywhere, so it’s 
a coordination element. We have withdrawal for literacy interventions. 
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There’s a number of withdrawals that will happen in the classroom and just 
trying to time it all at the same time and at the right time can be really 
challenging for all of us. Anyway, that’s our job. 

 
Despite these challenges, PC insisted that the students receiving the intensive 

support needed it, and teachers supported the model as it meant they did not 

have to provide the support within their whole class programmes. 

Employ micro-exclusionary practices 

Students within mainstream classes identified as requiring additional 

support for literacy and numeracy were afforded this through the provision of 

“withdrawal groups”. These were run by teacher aides under the direction of 

the classroom and learning support teachers, and PC described that at any one 

time, “…there’s a number of withdrawals that will be happening in the 

classroom”. PD indicated this was “challenging” as teachers found it difficult to 

manage and keep track of the constant movement of students to and from their 

classrooms. 

Parents and community 

Build relationships with families 

PC explained that relationships had become central to the work of State School C, 

so much so that it was built into the school’s Pedagogical Framework as one of the 

guiding principles for teaching. Each of the other documents also described the 

importance of relationships at State School C on a number of occasions. Both data 

sets described positive relationships between teachers and students, and the school 

and parents, as being necessary. What was notable was that relationships between 

the principal (and the leadership team) and teachers was not considered a priority. 

(i) Students 

PC described “…having a strong relationship with children, building relationships 

with kids” as being paramount to teachers having success in the classroom: “…you 

need that. If you haven’t got that, you’ve got nothing”. They expected teachers to step 

outside of their own “white, middle class” paradigms, and work to understand the 

unique and diverse backgrounds that many of State School C’s students had, to 

develop an understanding of where they had come from, why they were doing the 

things they were doing, and how to move them forward. PC described a situation they 
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experienced that helped them to understand the importance of really knowing students 

and developing strong, positive relationships with them: 

I was talking to a kid in grade two who was in trouble and his fingers are 
chewed on the ends. Anyway, to cut a long story short in the refugee camps 
the rats got them. Now, you tell that story to someone who doesn’t 
understand them, and they go, ‘Oh shit’, cause they don’t know what the 
backgrounds of these kids are. They [the student] had to have someone 
awake all night to make sure the rats weren’t coming in so they’d take it in 
turns. Whoever it was fell asleep this night and of course…  You hear the 
stories and that helps change people’s understanding. You’re not dealing 
with this bloody naughty black kid, you know. You’re dealing with a kid 
who’s been through a hell of a lot in their life. 
 

With this information the course of action for the student’s behaviour was very different 

to what it would have been if PC had not the relationship with the student that enabled 

this story to be shared.  

(ii) Parents 

PC described relationships with parents as being important, particularly for 

students who experienced behaviour problems: “I think there’s an issue if you haven’t 

got the parents on board”. Parents were contacted and expected to collect their 

children from school for “…serious behaviour issues”, and when a positive relationship 

existed, PC explained that this was not an issue. Issues did arise when the relationship 

was not there: “If the parent says that’s your responsibility, you deal with them, well, 

then you’re in trouble. They’re the ones we would have the most issues with”. This 

sentiment may have been part of the reason for the allocation of funding to employ a 

Student/Parent Engagement Officer (as identified in the Investing for Success 

document). While this role was highlighted in the school’s Annual Report, it was not 

mentioned by PC in either interview. 

When asked about parent involvement in decisions made at State School C, PC 

replied, “Parents are happy with what we do. If we do it, they just let it happen. You 

know, we communicate. If they read it, great. If they don’t, they don’t”. It was interesting 

that value on strong relationships with parents did not extend to bringing them into the 

school. The purpose seemed to focus on making the management of students with 

behavioural issues easier for the school, rather than for any other reason.  
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Staff 

You can’t please everyone 

PC acknowledged teachers as being a key factor in the implementation of change, 

yet the development of positive relationships with them was not mentioned as part of 

their leadership practice. When talking about working with teachers, PC twice 

identified having to accept that as a leader they could not please everyone all of the 

time, which reinforced the need to keep the principal/teacher structure in place. This 

allowed PC to be able to make the decisions they needed to whilst maintaining their 

professional authority:  

You learn to manage. You learn to ask them first, then say, ‘Look here’s the 
email. You’ve asked and we’ve given it to you and you’re still not happy.’ 
So, what more can we do? Most people just want everything their own way. 
They tell you what they want, and you give it to them, and they’re still not 
happy. You learn to accept that.  

 
Yet PC shared their School Opinion Survey data which indicated that despite not 

always getting their own way, teachers described themselves as being happy in their 

workplace. The response from the leadership team to these results was described like 

this: “…it just makes us sit back and say, ‘Yeah, we’re pushing but they’re coming 

along with us.’”.  

PC had definite ideas about where to invest their time in relationship development, 

and for what purposes. This was projected onto teachers who were also expected to 

devote time to developing strong and positive relationships with students; something 

PC considered to have a profound impact on the success of student outcomes at State 

School C. 

Specific roles for specific staff 

With the structures described above in place, staff were allocated to specific 

positions and that was the work they did. Special education teachers and teacher 

aides were placed in the unit and worked solely with the students educated within that 

space. The Head of Special Education Services was responsible for leading in the 

area of disability only. Staff working in the EAL/D unit also just worked in that space. 

Support teachers provided the small group withdrawal programmes and PC described 

the staffing model for general teacher aides as working like this: 
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Our aide structures have rolled together pretty well. Every teaching pair has 
got a full-time teacher aide, so their responsibilities also include some SEP 
stuff. If they’ve got kids in classrooms [with a disability], well you don’t get 
anything else out of the unit. You [as the teacher] make sure that person 
[the teacher-aide], if you need a person for some SEP stuff, they do that. 
So that’s really working you know. 

 
This model required mainstream teachers to take responsibility for any “high 

functioning” students with a disability that they may have had in their classrooms. It 

also ensured that everyone has a very specific role, knew what that role was, and 

worked to the expectations placed around it. This designation of specific roles was 

reflected in the language used in the Annual Report, which described specific roles for 

“classroom teachers”, “support teachers”, “EAL/D staff” and “SEP staff”. 

Professional learning 

Engage in professional development  

PC talked about “training” and “skilling” their teachers to ensure they had the 

skillset required to manage the change reform, and this was done through both internal 

and external professional development. PC described the process the professional 

development processes the teachers were taken through in relation to the inclusive 

education agenda:   

We share what we want to do, this is our vision. OK, so we want inclusion. 
So, in our way we are going to study it up together. We are going to put 
some in-service around it. We’re going to help you. We’re going to put some 
people with you to mentor you through it, then you can have time to practise 
it. We’re going to talk about it. We’ll have some meetings and we’ll talk 
about how you’re going, if you’re comfortable with the progress. Then we 
come up with some sort of process where we will do an audit across the 
school and we’ll look at the whole thing and that’s about as much to give 
the whole school picture. What we tend to find is that we also give them 
individual feedback because things are usually going pretty well. 

 
The process was run by the HOSES rather than by PC. The HOSES also took the role 

of “mentor” and was taken offline to provide any support to teachers (who were also 

taken offline) that was required. Along with the support provided through the 

implementation of the inclusive education agenda, PC described a certain level of 

micro management as being necessary to ensure all teachers, particularly those who 

were not convinced of the agenda in the first place, were doing what was required of 
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them: “They know that someone will come and check up on them. It’s not going to go 

away”. 

While funding was allocated to professional development (as described in the 

school’s documentation), there was no evidence of money being spent on professional 

development for inclusive education or in any associated fields in the year prior to the 

interviews. This may have been because it was not thought of as necessary. PC 

considered the provision of professional development as a pivotal part of their role as 

principal yet understood that there were still areas that needed development.  

Resource allocation 

Target the priorities 

Once the school’s improvement agenda had been developed for the year and 

teacher’s Performance Development Plans (PDPs) aligned to it, PC explained that 

resources were targeted to hit those spots that needed work. Coordinating the 

management of the “limited” resources in this way allowed PC to target the needs of 

both teachers and students, and at the time of the interviews, PC described their 

teachers as “…doing a targeted and really good job” with the resources they had been 

allocated. The targeting of resources to school priorities was reflected in the Investing 

for Success document, though as mentioned earlier, this did not include any specific 

items related to inclusive education. 
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4.3.4 Summary of findings  
Table 4.3: A summary of the findings from the data analysis from Case Study C. 

Focus area Findings 
Attitudes towards inclusive education • It’s difficult 

• It’s the job of the special education 
staff 

• Behaviour is a barrier 
Knowledge of inclusion • It’s a continuum  

• It’s about difference 
• It’s about values 
• It’s the responsibility of everyone 

Knowledge of exclusion • Different meanings for different 
students 

Leadership practices  • Understand leadership 
- Develop the climate then change 

the culture 
• Leadership structures 
- Establish effective working teams 

• Authority patterns 
- Manage the school agenda 
- Have tough conversations and 

make difficult decisions 
- Make teachers stress 

• Culture, values and ideology 
- A rhetoric of difference 
- Understand functions of behaviour 

• Structure, policies and procedures 
- Operate segregated settings 
- Employ micro-exclusionary 

practices 
• Parents and community 
- Build relationships with families 

• Staff 
- You can’t please everyone 

• Professional learning 
- Engage in professional 

development  
• Resource allocation 
- Target the priorities 
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4.4 CASE STUDY D  
BACKGROUND 

State School D is a medium sized primary school without a Special Education 

Programme (SEP), in a regional city in Queensland. At the time of the interviews, PD 

had been at the school for approximately five years. PD described a positive schooling 

experience growing up, with a number of teachers still etched in their memory as 

having made a difference in their life. It was this capacity to make a difference that led 

PD to seek a career in education. After a number of years in the classroom, PD was 

“…tapped on the shoulder” to work as a teaching principal across a number of small 

schools. Some years later PD won the position as a non-teaching principal at State 

School D.  

 

4.4.1 GUIDING QUESTION 1 

What attitudes do primary school principals have towards inclusive education? 

 

4.4.1.1 Thematic map  

 
Figure 4.14: Thematic map - Principal D attitudes towards inclusive education 

 

4.4.1.2 Attitudes towards inclusive education 

PD talked extensively about their own experiences of education and the role that it 

had played in shaping their life. They believed it had enabled them to break out of the 

situation in which they, and generations before them, had grown up. PD described the 
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positive influence of this experience on their work with diverse cohorts of students in 

their school:  

I do have an understanding of the judgments that sometimes people make 
about children from certain backgrounds, about the stigma from being from 
the housing commission, or just being different. All that stuff, you know. So 
yeah, I think that has helped me. 

 
It was from this knowledge base that PD reflected upon their attitude towards inclusive 

education. However, contradictions to this notion did arise. 

It’s the job of the special education staff 

When asked about what the term inclusive education meant to them, PD said, “I 

think since the beginning of last year we have gotten even better at it” and attributed 

this improvement to the work of a teacher who had taken on a “special education” role. 

While State School D did not run a separate SEP (as did some of the bigger schools), 

the special education teacher took responsibility for the development and 

implementation of programmes designed to support students who had a diagnosed 

disability, as well as the allocation of any resources. This was reiterated in the school’s 

Annual Report. PD described the operation of the special education teacher as this: 

“She’s very hands on and I believe that’s what makes a difference. So, she works with 

the children in their classrooms and with the teachers, but still providing that support 

for students.” A teacher aide employed in a special education role also provided 

support to this cohort of students, under the guidance of the special education teacher.  

It should be noted here that while the two staff in special education positions led 

the support of students with a disability, responsibility for the continuation of support 

when these staff were not available fell to the classroom teacher.   

Behaviour is a barrier 

PD explained that “…the number of children with some pretty serious behaviour 

issues” was on the rise, and as a consequence had introduced an internal suspension 

process for students who could not adhere to the State School D’s rules within the 

classroom. This was outlined in the Responsible Behaviour Plan and utilised a 

behaviour management teacher aide to support the students who, for various periods 

of time, received their schooling in a setting separate from their peers. 
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In addition, PD identified a group of students for whom the mainstream schooling 

system did not work at all, regardless of the supports provided - those with significant 

behavioural challenges. This cohort required something different, and PD described 

the initiative of another principal within the region who had worked to successfully 

establish an alternative school setting for students with behavioural challenges, as 

“…something that was desperately needed”.    

Parents can be a barrier 

PD described the challenge of working with parents who had not experienced 

school in a positive way themselves and as a result, did not support the school to 

support their children. PD talked about a situation where at a scheduled meeting with 

parents to how best to support their child who was acting out and disengaging from 

school, the “parents [were] high”, and nothing was achieved. PD also described the 

challenge of getting some parents to send their children (usually those with additional 

educational needs) to school regularly: “I would really like to see attendance linked to 

their payments as well, because that’s the other battle that we have is trying to keep 

the attendance rate up”; as PD stated, “…every day counts”.  

It’s the role of the state school 

PD maintained a belief in "…the power of the state school being the hub of the 

community”. They considered this to be of particular importance in communities, such 

as theirs, where societal issues such as poverty and marginalisation were 

commonplace, and parents were often reluctant to engage with the school. To counter 

this PD described a core responsibility of State School D was to ensure “…that 

everybody [was] included” in the daily practice of schooling - students, staff, parents, 

carers, families, and the wider school community - no matter their circumstances. This 

was reflected in the school’s Annual Report, which described State School D as having 

“…strong inclusive practices”. 

Must have expectations 

PD regarded education an enabler for children who may not have had “…all the 

opportunities other children had”, due to circumstances beyond their control.  It 

granted students an “…opportunity to level the playing field”, to permit them to move 

beyond their circumstances, however challenging they may be. PD tied this belief 

about the power of education back to their own experiences as a child: 
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My Year 1 teacher was really tough. I mean I did well so that was fine. But 
I wasn’t from the landed gentry and that made a difference for her and I 
remember that being a less than pleasant experience. But Miss [Year 2 
teacher’s name] just loved all of us. She was an inspirational teacher in that 
she made learning fun, she made it relevant and she cared about us.  

 
PD identified the difference an educator who accepted all students was able to make 

in their own life. Rather than school being a place to fear, as it had been in their first 

year, it became a place of acceptance, recognition and success. PD indicated the 

belief that all students could succeed was a significant element in the work they did in 

their own school, and the attitude that a state school education could level the playing 

field for students was consistently conveyed across both interviews. 

 

4.4.2 GUIDING QUESTION 2 

How do primary school principals know the constructs of inclusion and exclusion? 

 

4.4.2.1 Thematic map: Inclusion  

 
Figure 4.15: Thematic map - Principal D knowledge of inclusion  

  

4.4.2.2 Knowledge of inclusion 

PD described the staff and wider community at State School D as “…nurturing, like 

a big family”, and this was an essential element in their understanding of what 

encapsulated inclusive education. When talking about their school, the collective term 

“we” was used consistently: “we meet the needs of every individual student”; “we must 
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be doing something right”; “we are all on this journey together”, which situated 

inclusive education as something understood by PD as being bigger than just their 

role, and aligns with their notion of “family”. 

It’s a continuum 

PD identified inclusive education as being a continuum, by placing it at the ‘C’ 

descriptor on the Provision of Support Continuum, indicating a belief that some 

students will always require some educational programmes to be provided by 

specialist staff outside of the classroom, and other students will need a separate 

provision for their education, but still within the mainstream school confines. This does 

contradict the comment PD made about the need for an alternative school for students 

with challenging behavioural needs, which would have placed the understanding of 

support provision at the ‘D’ descriptor.  

It’s about difference 

PD did not explicitly use the term “different” to describe particular groups of 

students. Yet they did situate students they thought of as being in “need” of inclusion 

as outside of the group labelled as “every other child”. An example of this can be seen 

in the description of students in care: “There are a significant number of children in 

foster care and you need to include them too because their trauma can sometimes 

present as learning difficulties”. PD also noted that staff were employed to support 

specific groups of students, for example, students with behavioural issues, and only 

worked with these cohorts. 

It’s about values 

Success, value and care 

When asked what the term inclusive education meant to them, PD replied: 

For each child, no matter where their starting point is or wherever their 
capabilities lie, that each child achieves their potential and finds something 
that… I guess they feel that they’re good at something. That something that 
gives them a passion. Yeah, I want that for each and every student. So, for 
the really bright kids to be extended as much as they can be and for the 
children with challenges or disabilities to be able to find something that they 
feel that they’re doing well with. 
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PD indicated here that inclusive education is broader than just disability, that it 

encapsulates all students, including those who are working above standard. It is 

interesting to note that no mention was made of academic results, but instead it was 

about finding something students could feel passionate about. Another point to note 

here is the recognition by PD that all students come to school at a different starting 

point, and this should not hinder their success at school. 

PD identified “value” and “care” as two traits of inclusive education:  

We are inclusive of every child, wherever they are in their learning journey. 
Whatever hurdles they may have they are included in our classrooms and 
valued just as much as every other child. Like a family where we all care 
about each other. 

 
Again, PD referred to the school as a “family” and used this metaphor as one that 

encapsulated the traits of “value” and “care”, traits they described as being necessary 

for inclusive education. It was interesting to note that neither of these terms appeared 

in the school’s documentation, however “understanding” and “tolerance” did.  

 

4.4.2.3 Thematic map: Exclusion 

 
Figure 4.16: Thematic map - Principal D knowledge of exclusion  

 

4.4.2.4 Knowledge of exclusion 

It’s about behaviour 

PD described the term exclusion as relating to behaviour, and this was the only 

way in which the term was used within the school’s documentation. PD gave an 

example of when they had considered taking this action: 
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As difficult as it was, one of the things that I did was, (and) it was only a 
couple of weeks after the St. Paul’s stabbing the college in Brisbane, I had 
two boys here and one of the boys comes from a family with a very serious 
reputation on both sides. So, the father had been in jail. His uncles, 
brothers, there’s a lot of violence. Anyway, they were fairly notorious. He 
brought a knife to school so I gave him a 20-day suspension and actually 
said that I would consider exclusion. 

 
PD stated that they hadn’t had to go through with the exclusion but did not discount 

doing it in the future: “You never know when you’re going to get that person”. State 

School D’s Annual Report indicated that just under 10% (equivalent) of the student 

cohort had been suspended each year in two years prior to the interviews, and this 

figure had remained stable.   
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4.4.3 GUIDING QUESTION 3 
What leadership practices do primary school principals adopt to enact inclusive education within their schools? 

 
4.4.3.1 Thematic map 
 
 

 
 

 

Figure 4.17: Thematic map - Principal D leadership practices 
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4.4.3.2 Leadership practices 

PD described State School D as a “scary” place when they first arrived. Prior to 

this, the school had had a succession of acting principals, and PD indicated that many 

staff were “…close to burnout”, with some staff having taken sick leave due to stress. 

Violence was an issue and student numbers were dropping. Measurable outcomes 

such as NAPLAN results had also been identified by the system as in need of urgent 

improvement. In addition, two weeks after PD began at State School D, the 

department conducted an audit. The results of this were “terrible”, “…the teachers 

were absolutely shattered. Honestly, it was dreadful”. Identified in the audit’s summary 

statement were issues with differentiation, curriculum and pedagogy, and behaviour 

management. In PD’s own words, “There was a fair bit of rebuilding to do”.   

PD outlined a number of leadership practices they had adopted to rebuild and to 

achieve their vision for inclusive education at State School D, where each and every 

student, regardless of their situation, could find a passion and experience success. 

While PD felt State School D was only three quarters of the way along their journey, 

they described a profound shift in the sentiment of both students and staff in the five 

or so years since they began, and felt that the school was well positioned to continue 

in the right direction. Despite the years of hard work, PD enjoyed the rewards of 

enacting positive change: “I do still love it. It’s not hard to get out of bed and come to 

work every day”. 

Leadership structures 

Teachers as leaders 

PD described a belief that every teacher had the capacity to lead, and it was part 

of their role to help uncover what it was that each individual teacher could offer and to 

support them to develop this.  

Finding the strength that each of the teachers have and valuing those, 
promoting those, and the idea that we are all leaders in our own way. Just 
because I’m the principal of the school doesn’t mean that the Year 2 teacher 
isn’t just as valuable. We all have our place here at the school. 

 
Enacting this practice was beneficial in a number of ways, as PD identified: i) It 

lightened the load as others could take responsibility for systemic mandates, ii) 

Teachers were more inclined to follow new agendas when they could see them in 
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action in other classrooms, and iii) Teachers felt empowered and as PD said, “It’s easy 

to be the leader when you have a team that travels with you”.  

Authority patterns 

Manage the school agenda 

PD explained the job of managing numerous systemic agendas like this: “It is a 

massive job and it is really hard work”. Many of the mandates that came from above, 

either regionally or from central office, were described by PD as being about 

“compliance”, rather than the core business of running a school. To manage this 

perceived conflict, PD talked about two practices they employed to ensure that State 

School D kept the focus where they believed it needed to be. 

(i) Adopt and adapt 

“Adopt and adapt” was one practice utilised by PD, and they provided an example 

of how this was actioned: 

I didn’t believe that we should spend half a year developing, in staff 
meetings for like six months, our pedagogical framework. No, we just 
gathered good models of pedagogical frameworks and put together the one 
that best suited our site and then shared it with the staff. 

 
PD justified this approach as one that saved time, allowed the school to use the best 

of what was already out there, and allowed the school to focus on what was important 

to them: “The teachers knowing where their children are at and where they’re taking 

their children”. This idea leads into the next practice PD employed. 

(ii) Keep the kids as the focus 

PD emphasised on a number of occasions across the two interviews the 

importance of keeping “the kids as the focus” when leading change within a school but 

highlighted its particular relevance when leading for inclusive education: “We keep the 

kids as the focus. We improve where we can”. Using this as a guide, PD indicated 

they were able to prioritise the agendas in which their time and effort was placed. It is 

not clear how PD reconciled this mantra with the previously discussed strategy of 

relying on depersonalised, standard sets of data, which appeared throughout each of 

the school’s documents as a determinant of school programmes. 
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Be the example 

PD indicated on a number of occasions that as the principal, they were responsible 

for setting the example of what they wanted their school to be: “I think you have to be 

what you want everyone else to be, the enthusiasm, the positiveness, [and] be brave 

enough to step into the lion’s den sometimes”. PD considered this to be particularly 

influential when discussing inclusivity: “It’s about setting the example. I’m inclusive of 

everybody as well. I accept everybody on whatever level. I expect everyone else in 

the school to be inclusive.” Time in the classrooms was also part of this and PD used 

it to not only provide an example for their teachers, but as a way to retain their “passion 

for teaching”; “You might be the principal but you’re actually still a teacher”. 

Culture, values and ideology 

A rhetoric of inclusion – mostly 

In their descriptions of leadership, PD used the term “we” consistently across both 

interviews, rather than “I”. In doing so they brought other staff – teachers, and staff in 

specialised positions such as the guidance officer and the behaviour support teacher 

– into the leadership team at particular points in time. It should be noted that PD did 

not discuss the leadership team in a direct way at any time during either of the 

conversations. This is despite leadership teams being mentioned in both the Annual 

Report and the Responsible Behaviour Plan. 

When referring to students at State School D, PD flipped from using person first 

language, such as “…a little girl in prep who has serious physical disabilities”, and 

language where it was only the condition that was used to represent the child, 

“…children are foetal alcohol or whatever”. PD also differentiated between those 

students whose disabilities were recognised by the Education Queensland, and those 

who were not, when they described some students as “not verified6 children”. It was 

interesting to note that terms relating to disability appear only once across the four 

documents analysed, and it was a notable omission from their Responsible Behaviour 

Plan.  

 

 

 
6 The process by which Education Queensland recognises and resources students with a disability. 
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Manage behaviour through school-wide Positive Behaviour for Learning (PBL) 

PD described the behaviour at State School D as “scary” when they first arrived, 

and the development of processes to address this happened early on. The school had 

started the journey towards PBL in the year preceding PD’s arrival, and a set of “rules” 

had been established. While PD described their initial reaction to this as being, “I 

thought what a terrible word. There is nothing inspirational about rules”, at the time of 

the interviews they considered it to have been a very good choice: 

It’s just been the best thing because I use them like a catalyst and get that 
positivity happening. So, the Year 6’s, that year, they developed a war cry 
around [school’s name] rules that we still do every day on parade. 

 
State School D’s Rules were splashed across the pages of three of the four school 

documents. 

Another positive aspect of the word rules, according to PD, was that everyone 

knew what the word meant and what the school rules were. They felt confident that 

the school rules were something they could stand behind when difficult situations 

arose, as explained here about a time when a student with a complex family 

background was suspended: “A guidance officer at a higher level told me that perhaps 

I needed to tread carefully, given that this family may target me. I said, ‘No, they’re the 

rules and he broke the rules’.” 

With an established set of school rules that were enforced, PD indicated that the 

children at State School D were “…much more able to learn”, and teachers felt 

supported. Enforcement of the rules was managed by a teacher who was placed into 

a behaviour management role, and in its initial stages, students were suspended. PD 

described that they and the behaviour management teacher aide would “…work 

together with these kids… to show that it is about a consequence but it’s also about 

how we build from here”. In more recent times PD said they had set up an internal 

suspension process, which was outlined in the school’s Responsible Behaviour Plan, 

and utilised the behaviour management teacher aide to work with the students who 

were internally suspended. Interestingly, when PD explained the success of this 

programme, they did so through describing a drop in the disciplinary absence data, 

“…so that’s been good”, rather than describing any positive outcomes for the students 
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involved. Despite the success, PD explained there was still work to do as “…the 

number of small children with some pretty serious behaviour issues” was on the rise. 

Structure, policies and procedures 

Employ micro-exclusionary practices 

PD described a focus on the provision of programmes to support students to work 

in small groups or one on one outside of the classroom, to “…specifically meet their 

needs. PD explained the programmes centred around improving student literacy and 

numeracy skills, including the “…targeting [of] children who are upper two bands” of 

NAPLAN, to “extend” their literacy outcomes. In addition to these, students from First 

Nations’ backgrounds were partook in ‘Deadly Readers’, an indigenous reading 

program: 

Being between 20 and 25 per cent indigenous children, it’s an oral culture 
and they always then feel like they’re working in a deficit model because 
our schools are probably white middle class, you know. That’s where the 
curriculum is and that’s where it’s sort of aiming, so we need to cater for 
them as well.  

 
Each of these programmes were offered by teachers or teacher aides, other than the 

classroom teachers, and delivered in withdrawal spaces, and were not related back to 

the context of the classroom.  

PD explained they had purchased additional teacher aide time to provide one on 

one support in the classroom for students who needed it, either for academic or 

behavioural reasons. No mention was made of adapting the curriculum to meet the 

needs of the students at State School D. 

Support structures 

Always back your staff 

PD described a necessity to support their staff, even if they were not always sure 

what the teachers were doing was the right thing: 

I think the most important thing you have to do as a principal is back your 
staff, absolutely. Even if sometimes you think Mmmm, you do have to back 
them, and you can find other ways to do things. I think you get a lot further 
with honey than you do with vinegar and there are lots of ways of 
approaching things and valuing all the different ways that teachers have. 
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Instead of coming at issues from a negative position, PD described using strategies 

such as coaching and feedback, and the provision of professional learning, as ways 

to support any required improvement or development of teacher practice. 

Give teachers time 

To support teachers, PD allocated time for planning, with additional time for 

teachers who had students with more challenging needs. Allocated funding for this 

was outlined in the Investing for Success document. Time was also allocated during 

scheduled meetings to discuss and work through things with the whole staff: “Staff 

meetings are dedicated to different things so in week four and week eight it’s around 

planning. In week three and week seven we talk differentiation”. 

Time was also given to teachers who PD considered worked above and beyond, 

to do things outside of school, and also when someone just needed a day off: “When 

I can see somebody struggling I will say to them, ‘If you need a day, you take a day. 

Like you need just a day for yourself.’ This allocation of time was viewed by PD as 

“…like swings and roundabouts”; if you give staff the time they need, for whatever 

reason, you will get it back in their commitment and effort at school. 

Parents and community 

Build relationships with families 

Early on in the interviews PD stated, “I think relationships are everything and that’s 

what I spend a lot of time working on”. A focus on developing relationships with families 

was evident, and this was at the forefront of much of the discussion about this theme. 

PD did make some mention of what they were involved in to develop relationships with 

students, yet an interesting omission was any talk about building relationships with 

teachers. While PD did identify a need to ensure teachers felt valued and honoured 

within their school, there was no discussion about relationship development with this 

group of stakeholders, either between themselves and their teachers or their teachers 

and any other groups within State School D. However, in the school’s Annual Report, 

positive teacher-student relationships are highlighted as a key to successful outcomes 

for students.    

(i) Parents and carers 

PD described many parents at State School D as not having had “…a good school 

experience themselves”, and at the beginning of their principalship PD noticed parents 
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were reluctant to leave their position at the school gate and enter the school grounds. 

To counter this PD worked in two ways. To begin with, PD made a point to go and 

chat with parents at the gate, and to learn their names and stories: “I don’t know why 

but being able to say to a parent, ‘Hi Alison, how are you today?’. It’s much easier. I 

do think relationships are everything, I really do.” PD indicated there was some 

suspicion about this approach to begin with: “It was really interesting to watch some 

parents. I just went out there. ‘How you going? I’m [name], the principal’. ‘Hi’. [parent 

was thinking] ‘What does she want to talk to me for, what has my kid done?’” Once 

the relationships were beginning to establish, PD started a regular weekly chat session 

for parents and carers (with morning tea provided to encourage attendance), to 

encourage them onto the school grounds and into the principal’s office, for positive 

reasons. PD described the sessions as always running from an agenda “…so it’s not 

just a free for all cause that could be fraught with danger I think”, which included the 

following types of items: 

We talk about things like helping the kids with their homework. We’ve talked 
about learning connections. We’ve done a huge number of different things, 
how to do algorithms. I get a bit of feedback from them. We’ve gone through 
our behaviour management process. 

 
PD indicated that the number of parents and carers attending these sessions varied, 

but it had increased over time. Since beginning these, and the daily assemblies, PD 

felt that more families were coming into the school, and the relationships between 

themselves and the families had improved. PD described the importance of 

developing positive relationships with families, “…so that when we do have to have 

the hard conversations, we already have a relationship. It’s not that their first meeting 

with me is some high-level incident.” This reasoning was outlined on two separate 

occasions. Interesting to note that the term “hard conversation” was used only to 

describe interactions with families, not with any other groups of stakeholders. 

(ii) Students 

PD took a similar approach to developing relationships with the students. Knowing 

student names and understanding their stories was something PD put time into, 

through spending time in every classroom, and also being out in the playground during 

break times. Daily assemblies provided an opportunity for PD to touch base with 

students who needed that “check in” in the mornings, and a weekly breakfast was held 
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with students in the senior years to provide them an opportunity to engage with PD in 

a safe space. 

Engage the wider community 

PD talked at length about the work they had done to establish State School D as 

part of the community: “It takes a village to raise a child and we just keep saying that. 

The school is the hub of our village”. This was evident throughout both the school’s 

Annual Report and their Responsible Behaviour Plan. Since starting at the school, PD 

had established relationships with many community groups, such as “the police, the 

adopt-a-cops, Red Cross, Bushkids, Active After School, all of the other outside 

agencies you can bring in that can really help the school. CYMHS (Child Youth Mental 

Health Service), Headspace, Mercy. We have formed links this year with local early 

years providers”. PD had established a community health project with a local medical 

clinic after noticing that many students were facing barriers to accessing schooling 

because of treatable health issues: 

If we get new families or we have a family who is in crisis or we’ve got a 
family where there’s clearly some medical issues that may be affecting their 
[the child’s] learning, the doctor does a full 30 minute check and then will 
refer them to specialists if need be. The doctor will give 30 minutes for each 
child, so you get a family of four they do all of these children and they bulk 
bill. With the permission of the parents sometimes we take them over 
because sometimes that’s a barrier, parents don’t want to. So, I’ll take a 
child over with a teacher aide. We’ve seen some real improvements. 

 
PD saw this fluidity between the school and the community as a way of both providing 

support to students and their families, for example through the adoption of an Elder 

who is in the school regularly, and breaking down some of the barriers that students 

and their families may face with institutions such as the police force, through the 

Adopt-a-Cop programme. Links to community groups were described in detail in the 

school’s documentation, and families were encouraged to be active participants within 

the school as well. 

Staff 

Specific roles for specific staff 

PD described the need to have staff members in different roles working with 

distinctly different groups of students. Special education staff were responsible for 
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students with disability, students with behaviour challenges were supported by the 

behaviour teacher and teacher aide, and students who identified as Aboriginal and/or 

Torres Strait Islander worked with an ATSI teacher aide. 

Professional learning 

Engage in professional development 

Targeted professional learning that met the needs of staff and students was 

considered important by PD: “I do have a huge belief in PD, really focused PD”, and 

they considered the provision of this as a key part of their role. This was evidenced in 

the money allocated to professional learning in the school’s Investing for Success 

document, and the targeted allocation of this as described in their Annual Report. PD 

explained that the whole staff had completed training in working with traumatised 

children and understanding poverty. While this had helped in a small way, there was 

still further need to develop an understanding of and support children with “…serious 

trauma in their lives before they’ve even come to school”. At the time of the interviews 

this was something PD did not feel they or their staff had the skillset to manage.  

Coaching and feedback was another practice PD employed to provide professional 

learning for their staff. Money was allocated to establishing and growing this 

programme within State School D and it was identified as a key part of their 

Pedagogical Framework document to improve teacher practice. 

Resource allocation 

Target the resources 

Resourcing teachers to enact inclusive practices was something PD considered an 

important part of their role. While curriculum resources were important, PD explained 

that getting as much teacher and teacher aide time into the school was even more so. 

Funding was allocated to ensure the best possible staff to student ratios, which 

included teacher and teacher aide time. Decisions around what staff did were made 

with careful consideration, as PD explained when selecting teacher aides: “You 

carefully chose the teacher aides. One teacher aide was put on as a behaviour 

management teacher aide and she did an exceptional job”. Placement of staff was 

also predicated on student need, as well as on the relationships between different 

people: “You don’t just put a person in for the sake of there being a person. It has to 

be the right person at the right time, and we match the teachers and their teacher 
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aides”. PD also described having built up a group of volunteers who operated within 

the school on a regular basis to support the students and teachers in working with the 

curriculum.   
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4.4.4 Summary of findings  
Table 4.4: A summary of the findings from the data analysis from Case Study D. 

Focus area Findings 
Attitudes towards inclusive education • It’s the job of the special education 

staff 
• Behaviour is a barrier 
• Parents can be a barrier 
• It’s the role of the state school 

Knowledge of inclusion • It’s a continuum  
• It’s about difference 
• It’s about values 

Knowledge of exclusion • Different meanings for different 
students 

Leadership practices  • Leadership structures 
- Teachers as leaders 

• Authority patterns 
- Manage the school agenda 
- Be the example 

• Culture, values and ideology 
- A rhetoric of inclusion - mostly 
- Manage behaviour through PBL 

• Structure, policies and procedures 
- Employ micro-exclusionary 

practices 
• Support structures 
- Always back your staff 
- Give teachers time 

• Parents and community 
- Build relationships with families 
- Engage the wider community 

• Staff 
- Specific roles for specific staff 

• Professional learning 
- Engage in professional 

development  
• Resource allocation 
- Target the resources 
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4.5 CASE STUDY E 
BACKGROUND 

State School E is a small-medium sized primary school without a Special Education 

Programme (SEP), in a rural area of Queensland. At the time of the interviews, PE 

was in the second year of their work at the school, having come to the job from a long 

stint as a small school principal. PE grew up surrounded by teachers within their family, 

loving the work they did, and described knowing that they would always become one 

themselves. After finishing school and travelling, the capacity to make a difference for 

all children, no matter what their starting point, was, in the end, what drove PE to gain 

an education degree. PE described being told they should consider principalship in 

their second year as a teacher and took up a teaching principal position after less than 

five years in the classroom. Almost 20 years later PE accepted a position as a non-

teaching principal at State School E. 

 

4.5.1 GUIDING QUESTION 1 

What attitudes do primary school principals have towards inclusive education? 

 

4.5.1.1 Thematic map  

 

 
Figure 4.18: Thematic map - Principal E attitudes towards inclusive education 

 

4.5.1.2 Attitudes towards inclusive education 

PE described having grown up in a family where “difference” was embraced and 

attributed this to their own acceptance of diversity. Yet on a number of occasions PE 
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expressed concern about the capacity of education systems in their current form to 

manage both the increasing numbers of students with special education needs, and 

the complexity of needs: 

It’s a messy time. It’s a messy time I think in education and in our schools. 
Our special needs kids, they’re becoming the majority. I’ve got a kid there 
sitting on the floor yelling and screaming and throwing things, I’ve got one 
without any parents and I’ve got another one whose mother is about to die. 
You have got all of that stuff, let alone kids who are so called normal and 
struggling. It’s the system. It does not work. It’s not working. It’s just 
becoming a bigger and bigger job. I’m just trying to survive every day to 
make sure that no-one gets hurt.  

 
It was from this conflicted paradigm that PE reflected upon their attitude towards 

inclusive education.  

It’s difficult 

Educators are not prepared 

PE described teachers as not being prepared for schools with diverse student 

populations, as the work required expert skills in behaviour management, pastoral 

care, as well as the capacity to teach. When talking about graduate teachers, PE 

articulated that universities “…just aren’t teaching them” the skills they need to be 

prepared, and for more experienced teachers, increased levels of student complexity 

and increased workload demands without adequate time for professional learning 

meant they were not armed with the skills to manage the changing role. PE indicated 

this lack of preparation had taken a toll: “I have noticed the damage that’s been done 

to teachers” and described having to manage increased levels of staff physical and 

mental health concerns as a result. 

It’s the job of the special education staff 

When asked about what inclusive education meant to them, PE described the work 

of the special education teacher. They described this role as supporting those students 

who could not successfully engage in the classroom without high levels of support. 

Tasks such as working with teachers, completing student verifications7, liaising with 

stakeholders, and organising specialist support staff were attributed to this position. 

 
7 The process by which Education Queensland recognises and resources students with a disability. 
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Teacher aides were also relied upon to provide support to students with more complex 

needs, rather than this being the work of the classroom teachers. This was reiterated 

within the school’s documentation, where the term “…students with diverse learning 

needs” was used in two of the school documents, followed by a list of the special 

education staff and therapists used to support this group. It should be noted however 

that reference was made in both the Annual Report and the Pedagogical Framework 

to the fact that classroom teachers were responsible for providing differentiated 

learning programmes for their students. 

It was interesting to note that PE considered the special education budget as sitting 

with the special education teacher, and not being part of the overall school budget, as 

demonstrated in this extract: 

There’s one really high-risk child in Year 2 who has to have an aide with 
him at all times, even on the playground. So, someone’s paid to follow and 
watch him. So that money’s coming out of [the special education teacher’s 
name] budget, so it’s not really out of school money. 

 
Consideration of special education as something separate to the general running of 

the school was also evident when PE described as “an issue” the special education 

teacher having to “…step in and do a day” in the classroom when a teacher could not 

be replaced, because they were not used to “having a class”, despite this person being 

a qualified, registered teacher. 

Behaviour is a barrier 

PE explained that students with complex behavioural needs challenged the school 

and its teachers, and their numbers were on the rise: “There’s a lot of those kids here, 

a lot of them, and they still seem to keep coming”. PE described that “…if there’s an 

issue with a child and they need to be withdrawn, I’m happy to do that”, as one child’s 

right to be in the classroom did not overrule the right of the rest of the class “…to be 

taught”. Students were taken to their office, to work away from their peers with the 

special education teacher. For more serious behaviour suspensions were enacted, 

and while PE described this as “difficult”, they felt it was necessary as it provide “a 

break” for everyone. PE acknowledged this was not inclusive, however with the 

seriousness of what they were dealing with said: “…what else do you do?”. 
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Parents can be a barrier 

On a number of occasions PE described situations in which parents presented a 

barrier to successful, inclusive schooling for their child. PE explained that for a regular 

group of students, “their reality” was to come to school tired, hungry, and unkempt. As 

a result, they would “act out” and end up in trouble, often being withdrawn, sent home 

or suspended as a consequence. PE provided an example of one student’s story: 

One of my little fellows here was just exhausted. I was talking to [him] about 
Grand Theft Auto 5 cause I’ve got older kids, of course, and my kids look 
at it too and play it. But he’s telling me all about it. He’s 7 and I’m talking to 
him about it thinking, “This kid’s 7. He’s seen more of it than I have.” He 
knew how to play it. He said that when his Dad falls asleep when he’s drunk, 
he gets on and plays it. Then he comes to school tired and cannot function. 

 
Systems present a challenge 

Although PE described a desire for schools to be places where all students could 

“…find their place”, there was a consistent theme across both interviews that, within 

the current education system, PE considered inclusive education as something that 

was unattainable. While systems espoused the philosophy and expected schools to 

implement inclusive practices, PE identified a number of concerns, such as complexity 

of need, limited access to specialist support, and poor resource levels that made this 

impossible. Competing agendas were also identified by PE as a barrier to inclusive 

education, describing the increased focus on standardised data sets as an issue: “It’s 

becoming more and more difficult. That’s a part to do with the department, and the 

media. And all this stuff like flashing NAPLAN and all of these bloody results 

everywhere, that mean nothing to anybody”. With the focus on data, PE explained that 

schools had to either be prepared to wear the flack of lower results or forgo providing 

high levels support to students who needed it. The choice was not an easy one, 

however trying to do it all was problematic: “It’s difficult because it’s the other kids, 

that’s where it becomes an issue. The other kids and your teachers are breaking”.  

 

4.5.2 GUIDING QUESTION 2 

How do primary school principals know the constructs of inclusion and exclusion? 
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4.5.2.1 Thematic map: Inclusion  

 
Figure 4.19: Thematic map - Principal E knowledge of inclusion  

 

4.5.2.2 Knowledge of inclusion 

PE described a desire for all students, regardless of ability or needs, to want to 

come to State School E each day, and to feel happy and safe when there. This was 

reflected in the school’s pedagogical framework where the notion of student belonging 

was identified as a key component of the way learning was enacted. PE predicated 

this comment with a discussion in which a concern at the impact of “social breakdown” 

on students was expressed and indicated that it had a “massive part to play” in the 

need for schools to be “safe” places, particularly for students with additional 

educational needs. It was from this paradigm that PE explored inclusive education. It 

should be noted here that the term “inclusive” appeared only once across all four 

documents that were analysed, and it was done as part of the departmental 

catchphrase that was common at the time of the data collection, where schools 

described themselves as “safe, supportive and inclusive learning environments”. 

PE did mention their participation in the QSIL programme on one occasion, as the 

reflection process required of principals had identified an area that needed some work 

at State School E. However, while PE did not indicate that this programme had 

impacted their understanding of inclusive education in any way, they did not refer to it 

in a negative way.  

It’s a continuum 
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PE identified inclusive education as being a continuum, by placing it at the ‘C’ 

descriptor on the Provision of Support Continuum, indicating a belief that some 

students will always require some educational programmes to be provided by 

specialist staff outside of the classroom, while other students will need a separate 

provision for their education, but still within the mainstream school confines. This 

understanding of inclusive education was contradicted when PE described a student 

who they believed “…shouldn’t be at school”, but rather should have been in a 

specialised behaviour unit. The quote below, from a discussion about being a principal 

in small schools, provided another example of the contradiction in PE’s selection of 

the ‘C’ descriptor, as here they clearly articulate the idea that some students with 

disabilities belonged in a special school, if there was one close enough for them to 

attend. 

If a kid came to you who had a disability, you just sort of went, ‘Oh god’. But 
they had nowhere else to go cause everywhere else was a long way away, 
where you could get rid of them. Well not get rid of them, you know what I 
mean. But there were no options so if they [the families] were living and 
working there, that’s where they were coming. 

 
These examples place PE’s conceptualisation of inclusive education as sitting at the 

‘D’ descriptor. 

It’s about difference 

While consistently referring to students with a broad range of needs when 

discussing inclusive education, PE did situate this group of students as being different 

to the norm. The term “normal” was used on a number of occasions across both 

interviews to describe the students who did not require significant additional 

assistance at school that sat outside the general classroom teacher support. Although 

not referred to under the umbrella of any one descriptor, PE did group them together 

through their “otherness”, as evidenced in this excerpt: “I’ve got all types of kids here 

now. So, they’re getting included with so called average, normal, whatever we want to 

call it, mainstream kids”. What is also noticeable here is PE’s unsureness about what 

language to use when talking about students in an inclusive context. The term 

“disability”, or other terms to described often marginalised groups of students, were 

not present in any of the school’s documentation. Rather, the documents used the 

term “…students with diverse learning needs”. 
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It’s about values 

Success, tolerance and understanding 

PE described inclusive schools as institutions that: 

…allow students, children, to find their place. They don’t need to all be 
academic or sporty. They could be a bit of both, or they could be a techno 
person, whatever. I’ve always felt that everyone has their place in the world. 
Every child has the opportunity to achieve and become the best that they 
can be.  

 
In this context, inclusive education is understood to be broader than just disability, and 

this theme was expressed consistently by PE throughout both interviews. PE explicitly 

stated that all students were welcomed into State School E, regardless of ability, 

background or ethnicity, and it was evident that PE considered the success of these 

students a reflection on their capacity as a principal. This was also evident across 

each of the four school documents, where the term success was used to describe the 

expectation for every student attending State School E.  

PE explained inclusive education as a construct that afforded an opportunity for 

students to “…learn tolerance and understanding”, and iterated this point as a parent 

of a child who was in a diverse class of children at State School E. PE explained that 

their child had experienced some challenges with a student who had a diagnosed 

disability, however after working things through with their child, they had developed 

an understanding of disability they had not previously had. In addition, diverse student 

populations, as PE described, required teachers and students to accept that everyone 

was different, and to understand each individual had their own set of unique 

circumstances they were dealing with.     

Resilience and confidence 

PE expressed a desire for students at State School E to have the confidence and 

resilience to “…stand up for themselves” and say, “It doesn’t matter what I look like or 

if I’ve got red hair or purple hair. I’m still a good person. I’m all right the way I am.” As 

with the values of tolerance and understanding, PE described these qualities as being 

part of the construct of inclusive education; if difference and diversity are part of the 

everyday, then students (and staff) develop the ability to “see through” the shallowness 

of judging people on their differences. 
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4.5.2.3 Thematic map: Exclusion 

 
Figure 4.20: Thematic map - Principal E knowledge of exclusion  

 

4.5.2.4 Knowledge of exclusion 

It’s about behaviour 

PE described the term exclusion as relating only to behaviour and explained that it 

encapsulated both suspension and formal exclusion from school. While never having 

completed a formal exclusion, PE indicated they did suspend students with some 

regularity. Physical misconduct was specified as grounds for immediate suspension, 

and other behaviours were considered on a case by case basis. Though, it was 

interesting to note that in the school’s Responsible Behaviour Plan, each consequence 

described for what was considered to be a “major” behaviour issue was exclusive: 

from time in the principal’s office, to a “managed attendance” (where students only 

attend part of each school week), to suspension. Each suspension was described by 

PE as “difficult”, as in many cases students were being sent home to situations PE 

depicted as dysfunctional due to issues such as poverty, family breakdown or 

parent/carer substance abuse. PE acknowledged that suspension did not deter 

students from engaging in the offending behaviour/s again and did not use it to change 

behaviour. Rather, suspension was used to allow the school to “…have a break. That’s 

how I see it. The teachers get a break and the kids in those classrooms get a break, 

and that’s how I see it. I make that clear to the parents.”  

It was interesting to note that when expanding on some of the cases where 

suspension had been used, PE described situations that involved only male students. 

One example of physical misconduct involving a female student was provided, and PE 
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revealed that they “…didn’t exclude her or suspend her”. When asked why, given that 

they had earlier stipulated that this behaviour was grounds for immediate suspensions, 

PE responded with, “I just think every case is different”, and the conversation moved 

on. This notion of treating each case individually was supported by the information in 

the Responsible Behaviour Plan. 

The school’s suspension data showed that between 5% and 10% of students 

(equivalent) had been suspended in the two years prior to the interviews.
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4.5.3 GUIDING QUESTION 3 
What leadership practices do primary school principals adopt to enact inclusive education within their schools? 

 
4.5.3.1 Thematic map 

 
Figure 4.21: Thematic map - Principal E leadership practices 
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4.5.3.2 Leadership practices 

PE described State School E as “very complex”, on account of the number of 

students who exhibited challenging behaviour. The enrolment of students with “high 

risk behaviours” was statistically significant, according to PE, by virtue of families 

choosing to enrol their children at State School E “…because the staff here do it very 

well. They do, they’re outstanding”. The level of behaviour had impacted staff welfare, 

and PE recounted that upon beginning at State School E, staff were taking large 

amounts of sick leave due to mental health related issues. Much of the work 

undertaken by PE in the time they had been at the school was centred on supporting 

student behaviour. 

A number of leadership practices were illustrated by PE as they discussed the work 

they had undertaken at State School E in pursuit of their vision of inclusive education, 

which was outlined as:  

Our kids, all settled and happy to come to school. All the different types of 
kids come, I have no issue with kids that have any type of disabilities or 
their backgrounds are troubled or complex, that’s fine. But once they walk 
in here they follow the expectations and treat everyone as they should be 
treated. 

 
The vision outlined by PE is interesting as it places much of the responsibility for its 

success onto the students, rather than it being situated with the school. Despite this, 

PE expressed that staff had come on board with their vision, and student behaviour 

had improved significantly in their time at the school; so much so that a recent (at the 

time of the interviews) audit of the school’s discipline procedures had yielded 

“fantastic” results, with PE declaring that “…he [the auditor] actually spoke to me about 

how I did that in 12 months”. PE described their journey as “tough”, but despite this 

was keen to keep the schooling moving forward; “I still do like it because there must 

be some part of me that thinks I’m still making a difference. I’m sure I’m making a 

difference”. 

Leadership structures 

At no time did PE describe a leadership team as being part of the makeup of State 

School E. This was reflected in the consistent use of the term “I” when talking about 

leadership, rather than collective pronouns such as “we”, or “us”.  
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Teachers as leaders 

PE explained that as a principal, “…you can’t do without good people, and 

everyone has something to offer”. They considered part of their role to be working with 

teachers to “…draw out their talents”, and encouraged them to take on leadership 

responsibilities around their areas of expertise. PE described establishing a team to 

allow interested staff to drive the agenda to move State School E to a school-wide 

model of behaviour management, through the adoption of Positive Behaviour for 

Learning (PBL). PE ensured the “very structured team” process allowed teachers who 

were passionate about the agenda to take the lead, which led to other teachers quickly 

becoming interested and accepting the change. One staff member who resisted the 

new programme eventually came “along for the ride because she had no choice in lots 

of respects cause everyone else was”.  

Authority patterns 

Manage the school agenda 

PE felt “lucky” that up until the time of the interviews, their staff had not “knife[d]” 

them “in the back” given the amount of work they were laying at the feet of their 

teachers. Frustration was evident when PE was talking about the expectations the 

system continually placed onto schools and explained that these just kept coming. 

While PE worked to “…keep as much away from the teachers” as they could, this was 

not always possible and at times they had to have the conversation with their staff. 

The thing is from us, from the principals, we’re saying to our teachers, ‘Oh 
that’s great, but we’ve got to do this now, as well we’ve got to do that. We’re 
getting told this, we’re getting told that’. The system keeps telling us, ‘Now 
you’ve got to get them [the teachers] to do this and do this’. 

 
Despite this grievance, PE did employ strategies to keep, as best they could, the work 

that State School E was engaging with as manageable as possible. 

(i) Prioritise 

PE considered each system requirement in relation to its “importance” for the staff 

and students at that given point in time. This was how they determined what they 

would “prioritise”, and what they would determine as “…not really that important” by 

reason of, “…we’re going in this direction, not that one, and we’ll come back to it if 

we’ve got time”. PE indicated that they often did not get back to things they did not 
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prioritise, and at the time of the interviews, had not been reprimanded for it. It was 

interesting to note that in the school’s documentation, it was evident that programmes 

based around literacy and numeracy skills were a high priority, although this was not 

mentioned by PE. 

(ii) Align new agendas with the old 

Some agendas were mandated, and for these PE described working to meld them 

with things they were already doing at State School E. PE provided an example of the 

way they worked through the introduction of a new curriculum area: 

The teachers sat down and they were all out of class for the day. I said, 
‘Let’s map what we already do in relationship to that stuff and then what we 
have to do’, and we did. It’s just that shuffling things around and juggling 
and going, ‘How can we better do that?’.  

 
Working in this way, according to PE, meant that teachers could see how the new 

requirements sat within what they were already doing, and ensured that the workload 

attached to the new agenda was not as significant as it might have been. 

(iii) Cut the fluff 

Whether talking about the curriculum, or other mandates, PE described their ability 

to be able to pick out what mattered within the mass of detail (labelled as “fluff”) and 

focus on those, as a skill that helped to manage the workload:  

I always just wade through what the fluff is and get rid of the fluff. I don’t 
worry about the fluff and I just do the stuff and I get the stuff done that has 
to be done. So, I really just go through and think, ‘Well, really how important 
is that to the kids and the teachers’. Obviously, there is stuff that we just 
have to do, you know, from the top down and it’ll always get done. But often 
I find that they don’t need to be done then and there.  

 
To assist in the management of teacher workloads, PE “encourage[d]” their staff to a 

“…pick out the crap and get rid of it”, and articulated that this allowed teachers to “free 

up” some of their time that would have been spent doing these needless tasks. 

Be the example 

On three occasions PE described the importance of leading by example, with a 

slightly different way of executing this practice each time. The first was through the 

demonstration and practice of how to implement new things, or new ways of doing 

things. PE explained that rather than just telling staff that something different or new 
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had to be done, they would say to them, “I’ll show you how to do it. Then let’s do it 

together”. The second enactment of this practice was described like this: “I wouldn’t 

ask anyone to do anything I wouldn’t do myself. So that’s as simple as it is for me”. PE 

illustrated why this was important to them as a school principal:  

If I say to you, ‘Can you do this?’. If I wouldn’t do it myself I’m not going to 
ask you to do it, and I just find if you do that, people become aware that 
you’re doing that. Even if you’re not verbalising that, you have credibility.  

 
The final use of this practice had implications for the wider school community. PE 

talked about role the principal could play in changing community attitudes when they 

led by example, as in this description of a student with complex needs arriving into a 

small community: 

I am going to say this, as the leader, if I hadn’t accepted the child into the 
school, that community would not have accepted that child. I’m a firm 
believer in that I think the principal, the leader, if they are not accepting [of 
inclusive education], driving it and have the passion for that sort of stuff, 
then it’s never going to happen in the community”. 

 
Leading by example was a strategy that PE considered of specific value when 

working to change the status quo, whether related to the way school staff understood 

and delivered inclusive education, or to the attitudes held within the wider school 

community. 

Seek medication for students  

PE explained that medication had made a significant difference to some students 

and meant their behaviour at school was manageable. The difference to individual 

student behaviour had a flow on effect to their classes, and in one situation PE 

described a prep class where, due to a student being placed onto medication, “…those 

challenging behaviours have now settled in that classroom”. PE indicated they had 

had conversation with parents about medication and that the students with “special 

needs” at State School E were “…now medicated, most of them”. To remove the 

barriers that arise for some families in accessing medication for their children, PE 

explained that, “…we’ve paid for the pediatricians and made the appointments”. An 

example was of this was provided: 
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I had one student in particular here, one day, who was just going off and 
the mother came and said, ‘I just can’t get in to a pediatrician’, and I said, 
‘Well, are you happy if I try?’, and I rang and had them in two days later. So 
now I just say to them [the pediatrician’s rooms], ‘It’s an emergency. The 
school can pay’. That’s it and now they’re medicated.  

 
Culture, values and ideology 

Provide space for “voice” 

(i) Student voice 

Work had been undertaken at state School E to provide all students with an 

opportunity to have their say about the running of the school. This was in response to 

a reflective task the school had undertaken to interrogate their inclusive practices, as 

part of the QSIL programme. PE described the importance of providing all students 

with a safe space to voice their ideas and concerns and outlined a number of ways in 

which the school had afforded this opportunity. A student council was established and 

facilitated by the special education teacher. PE explained the process of setting the 

student council up: 

We knew it had to be about including everyone so we didn’t give any 
restrictions on who could nominate and strangely enough, the kids with 
special needs now happen to be on it. So, they were the kids who wanted 
to do it. Also, their peers voted for them, which is great.   

 
One of the projects that the student council first took on was the availably of different 

activities during break times. The group decided they needed to have more options 

that included “quiet” spaces for students who found the playground overwhelming. 

This was adopted and PE described the success of this initiative, with students, 

regardless of ability, “…sitting up there [a room with a couple of computers and some 

lego] in their break time, by choice, playing on a computer together”; these students 

had not previously engaged with each other outside of the classroom. 

The staff, according to PE, also decided to hand over some control of the school-

wide behaviour programme to the students:   

I say, ‘Righto, who wants to do next week’s focus behaviour?’, and two of 
them will put their hands up and I go, ‘Righto, so its I am safe. This is how 
we walk on hard surfaces, you know, be safe in the playground’, whatever, 
and they do up a PowerPoint. So, they take photos. They’re brilliant 
actually. So those two kids for that week, they settle parade, they introduce 
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the behaviour, and the present their PowerPoint.  

 
PE expressed surprise that all students, over the course of the term, had volunteered 

to have a go, including the students with more complex needs. The successful 

implementation of the initiatives to support student voice had, as described by PE, 

afforded all students opportunities to have their say and actively participate in the 

operation of the school, and had improved the relationships between students who 

had once rarely interacted.  

(ii) Teacher voice 

PE explained why they considered giving teachers a voice when driving a change 

agenda was important:  

You’re hearing people. I think generally people like that because they’re 
part of the process and the decision making. You know it all comes back to 
you in the end, but still, if you’ve got majority input and you get it out there, 
people are much happier. Even if it’s not exactly what they wanted, they 
know that they’ve had that opportunity and they generally will come along 
on the ride with you. 

 
PE described dedicating staff meeting time to discussion about the inclusive education 

agenda, and how it could be enacted at State School E. Rather than dictating what 

would happen, PE explained they all worked through the process together. PE 

admitted that at times the discussions were challenging, but in the end, even though 

some teachers did not get their own way, they felt their concerns had been heard and 

were prepared to move the process forward. Accountability sat with the principal, and 

as such PE did convey they had to, at some points in time, “…use that power you have 

to make things happen”, but felt affording teacher input made it easier to do this. 

A rhetoric of difference 

From the beginning of the interviews PE established a rhetoric of difference 

through their description of students with additional needs as being other than 

“average” or “normal”. It was clear that PE was not sure what language should be 

used, and after using the term “normal” said, “I know that’s terrible, but they’re not”. 

Another example of this uncertainty was presented here: “Diagnosed kids, high risk 

kids, whatever we want to call them”. It is also clear from this example that PE often 

placed the descriptor before the student, and in one case, used the descriptor to define 

the child: “…our little sexual predator”. Students with additional needs were often 
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referred to as “those kids” and perhaps because of this “othering” through their use of 

language, PE did feel the need to articulate that, “I like the kids. They’re nice kids. 

They’ve just got special needs”. The language used across the four school documents 

analysed was very broad, and no specific groups of students were mentioned, but 

rather the term “diverse” was used to capture the student cohort of State School E. 

Manage behaviour through school-wide Positive Behaviour for Learning (PBL) 

PE explained that one of the first big changes they had made at State School E 

was the introduction of the school-wide PBL programme. This was done because of 

the significant number of students with “…very complex behaviours”, and as PE 

espoused, “Once your behaviour’s in line, everything else just falls into place. It just 

makes everything just so much easier”. PE talked extensively about the success PBL 

“…for those kids [with the complex behaviour needs] and their families because we’ve 

all worked to one framework and we have just stuck with it and that’s it. These are our 

expectations and that’s that and we follow through”. Success was attributed to the 

setting of tight “boundaries”, through the establishment of the school’s expectations 

matrix, a document that the staff and parents had been involved in constructing. A 

deliberate effort had been made to make all within the wider community of State 

School E aware of the expectations, and PE explained that the matrix was sent “home 

regularly”, and new families to the school were taken through it at the time of 

enrolment. Regardless of “…disabilities or their backgrounds”, there was an 

expectation for students that “…once they walk in here, they follow the expectations. 

I’d like them to understand and learn that they need to follow the expectations of the 

school. I think they need to realise, and the parents to realise, that if they don’t, they 

won’t be here”. PE explained that in a recent audit, it was evident that the students, 

staff and families “….were all fully aware of it [PBL], as well as of the expectations and 

the consequences if they’re not followed”. This programme was described in detail in 

the school’s Responsible Behaviour Plan, and it was evident there that students were 

expected to follow the school rules. 

Structure, policies and procedures 

Employ micro-exclusionary practices 

With no SEP at State School E, all students were in mainstream classes. PE 

described the classrooms as “chock a block”, with each room at or exceeding the 
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recommended class size. To support the students with additional needs, each 

classroom had a teacher aide and access to the special education teacher. These 

staff withdrew students from the classrooms, either individually or in small groups, 

“…just to have that extra time” for pre-teaching or to consolidate learning. PE 

explained that the teacher aides and special education teacher were also used to 

remove students who were engaging in behaviours that were disrupting the learning 

of the other students, to work with them separately or work to calm them to a point 

where they could return to the classroom. A specific example of support given by the 

special education teacher was provided by PE: 

All the Year 6s will go to transition at the high school and so the bus is 
picking them all up. There’s no way we could allow him [a student with 
additional needs] to go, he couldn’t go on the bus. So [the special education 
teacher] is going to go with him and she’ll just follow him all day cause he 
needs that. 

 
This excerpt is interesting for two reasons. First, it seems that the school has 

determined  what the student could and could not do, as input from them was not 

evident, and second, the practice of a special education teacher following a student 

around for the day could create an unintentional barrier for that student in their 

transition to the high school. Rather than acknowledging either of these two possible 

issues, PE considered this as “…the kind of extra thing” that State School E did for 

their students with additional needs. 

The school’s Annual Report and Pedagogical Framework documents both talk 

about students with additional educational needs being placed onto individual 

programmes and supported by special education staff. 

Support structures 

Provide pastoral care 

“Holistic” pastoral care was described by PE as something that was required of all 

schools, regardless of social or religious status: “We’re all doing pastoral care now. 

Our number one job is pastoral care”. Pastoral care was talked about as being needed 

to support students and their families, at different levels. PE described providing 

tangibles such as uniforms and food for students, as well as the space to just talk. This 

type of pastoral care was something that PE expected to do as a principal in a school 
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that catered for students from diverse backgrounds with diverse needs. What they had 

not anticipated was the level of care they would need to provide for some very complex 

situations, and the impact this would have on their own well-being. PE described two 

situations where their capacity to provide pastoral care was tested. This first example 

relates to a student with an Autism Spectrum Disorder diagnosis: 

We’ve got our little boy, he was going to kill himself last term. Our little fellow 
in Year 6. That’s been very difficult. They only live a couple of doors down 
so I walk down in the morning if he’s not here and collect him, which he 
doesn’t like. But he’s Asperger’s and under a lot of stress at the moment 
because his Mum’s dying and Dad’s already gone as he sexually abused 
them and he’s just been charged with that. So, all those extra things that 
kid’s having to deal with and so I just bring him in with me. He talks to me. 

 
The second example pertained to the mother of a student with significant behaviour 

challenges: 

I had her in here [PE’s office]. I thought she was going to kill herself and the 
kids, so I wouldn’t let her go. I got her into the pastor in town who fed her 
and gave her food and money. So, our jobs are all of that. I could not have 
let that woman walk out. I think she would have killed every one of those 
kids if she walked out of here that morning and I just made her stay and we 
rang the paediatrician together and we got an appointment. I said to her, 
‘I’m not allowed to do this without your permission’, so I said, ‘This is on 
speaker phone’, and she was beside herself but you know, it’s all that 
pastoral care stuff. We’re doing that every minute of the day. It’s a drain it 
is because if she would have walked away that day and something 
happened to her, I would never have forgiven myself and I sat there and 
she was sitting there crying and I said [name], ‘I have no idea what to do 
but I’m going to work it out so just sit there, and there’s the tissues’. She 
had the baby you know. I said, ‘I’ll ring whoever I can ring’, and that’s what 
I did, I just kept ringing people going, who can help. Thankfully the Chaplin 
helped me. But that burden. And that’s still a worry. I thought if she did 
something to those kids or herself, and I reckon she would have, I would 
never, how would you ever get past that. 

 
It is clear from these two extracts that, while PE did what they felt they needed to do 

to as the principal of State School E, it was not executed without a personal toll. PE 

indicated a belief that the intensity of the pastoral care required was increasing, as the 

situations principals were being expected to manage were becoming more complex. 

However, this did not diminish their conviction about the need for pastoral care that 

focussed on the “whole person”, or their belief in their capacity to provide it: “The 
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holistic sort of pastoral care. That’s something I think I do extremely well”. While PE 

talked about this extensively, apart from a brief mention of the school chaplaincy 

programme, pastoral care is not mentioned across any of the school’s documentation. 

Ease the teacher’s load 

PE considered supporting their staff a key aspect of their role: “That’s what the job 

is, you know. You support your staff and you back them”. Part of the motivation for this 

was the increased expectations placed onto teachers that PE had observed over their 

years in the education system, and they stated this had “damaged” many teachers.   

PE described a need to “…take the load off” teachers, in recognition of the 

increased workload due the complex needs of the students they were working with. 

This was done in a number of ways. A teacher was employed out of school funds to 

take over the teaching of a subject area, which provided additional non-contact time 

and one less area classroom teachers needed to teach, assess and report on. In 

addition, PE assumed responsibility for inputting data related to students with 

additional needs, and also explained if mandated systemic tasks that did not relate 

directly to the classroom work of the teachers were not completed, PE would say to 

them, “Don’t worry about it. If you’re teaching, I’m happy”. 

Time to do their jobs was provided to staff at State School E in three different ways. 

As described above, PE provided extra non-contact for teachers to enable them to 

stay on top of the additional workload presented to them by the system, given the 

complexity of their student cohort. PE also talked about “giving up” their break times 

to ensure that all staff could “actually have a break” and some time away from their 

students during the day. Finally, advice received from a fellow principal was shared by 

PE: “If they’re [the teacher] feeling like they need a day give it to them because you’re 

better off keeping them on board”. PE indicated they had heeded this advice and 

worked to ensure teachers who needed a day or more to themselves, got it: “I prefer 

them to tell me before so it’s organised and they’re very good, they do. They might 

say, “I’m going to be sick on Friday”, and that’s fine”.  

Despite working to support their staff, PE indicated a level of frustration at the lack 

of support from the system in terms of workload and resourcing allocation, and felt this 

hindered the impact of the work they could do in this area: “It is getting harder to keep 

the staff positive and on board”.  
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Parents and community 

Build relationships with families 

PE described relationships with both students and their parents as being important, 

particularly for those with more complex needs. Time was the factor PE attributed to 

the development of strong relations, and explained they were “…happy to spend the 

time” talking, listening, and playing with the students, to develop an understanding in 

students that “…you are just a normal person”. PE explained this had worked, and 

even though they were “…doing the nasty stuff with them” when it came to behaviour 

management, the students “still love[d]” them. Time was also given to chatting 

informally with parents - “I’m out there saying good morning” - and again, PE attributed 

this time to listen and talk as being necessary to establish the strong relationships with 

families that they described as having. An interesting omission from this discussion 

about relationships was any mention of the need to establish strong relationships with 

teachers. Relationships were not mentioned in any of the school’s documentation. 
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4.5.4 Summary of findings  

Table 4.5: A summary of the findings from the data analysis from Case Study E. 

Focus area Findings 
Attitudes towards inclusive education • It’s difficult 

• It’s the job of the special education 
staff 

• Behaviour is a barrier 
• Parents can be a barrier 
• Systems present a challenge 

Knowledge of inclusion • It’s a continuum  
• It’s about difference 
• It’s about values 

Knowledge of exclusion • It’s about behaviour 
Leadership practices  • Leadership structures 

- Teachers as leaders 
• Authority patterns 
- Manage the school agenda 
- Be the example 
- Seek medication for students 

• Culture, values and ideology 
- Provide space for “voice” 
- A rhetoric of difference 
- Manage behaviour through PBL 

• Structure, policies and procedures 
- Employ micro-exclusionary 

practices 
• Support structures 
- Provide pastoral care 
- Ease the teacher’s load 

• Parents and community 
- Build relationships with families 
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4.6 CASE STUDY F  
BACKGROUND 

State School F is a medium-large sized primary school with a Special Education 

Programme (SEP), in a regional city in Queensland. At the time of the interviews, PF 

was in their third year as principal at State School F, having worked previously as both 

in a senior executive officer role within Education Queensland, and as a school 

principal. PF described having a very positive primary schooling experience and 

recounted during this time thinking that teaching was something they would like to do. 

After teaching for a number of years under a strong principal, PF made the decision 

to pursue a leadership role, and within a few years had earned themselves a teaching 

principal job. After doing this for a number of years PF moved into non-teaching 

principal positions across various schools, and then into a senior executive position 

within Education Queensland. After more than a decade in this role PF made the 

decision to return to schools as they missed the work on the ground, with the students 

and teachers. 

 

4.6.1 GUIDING QUESTION 1 

What attitudes do primary school principals have towards inclusive education? 

 

4.6.1.1 Thematic map  

 
Figure 4.22: Thematic map - Principal F attitudes towards inclusive education  



CHAPTER 4: Results  

 204 

4.6.1.2 Attitudes towards inclusive education 

When asked about inclusive education, PF immediately mentioned QSIL and 

Loretta Giorcelli8, and dismissed the approach to inclusive education taken at these 

workshops as “purist”, and not something that was possible within the realm of the 

realities of day to day schooling. While PF acknowledged that it was part of their role 

to support all students, a number of barriers were described as making the notion of 

full inclusion something that was not considered possible.  

It’s difficult 

Takes up a lot of time 

On a number of occasions PF described the large amount of time and high levels 

of energy that they and their leadership team spent on “…children with some level of 

need, diagnosed or other, and their parents”. PF explained it like this: “It takes most of 

our time, the inclusive aspects, as an administrator in this school. A lot of the 

background stuff that we are working through with parents and paediatricians and 

psychologists and the kids and so on”. PF explained that much of this work was not 

seen by teachers, and as such, there was a lack of understanding as to how much 

time the leadership team put into supporting these students.   

Increases teacher’s levels of stress  

PF described a time when it was possible to make sure that students with additional 

needs were placed with teachers who had the skillset to support them, and avoid the 

teachers that did not: “You could afford to say, ‘Gawd, that teacher, there’s no way in 

the world you could put a special needs kiddie with that particular teacher. God, 

shudder at the thought’”. However, PF explained that due to what they perceived as 

an increase in the number of students with additional needs, this was no longer the 

case as “…now everybody has to be able to work with all kids”, and for many teachers, 

this resulted in an increase in “stress levels”. 

Behaviour is a barrier 

PF talked consistently about the challenges of students with “…exceptionally 

aggressive and violent” behaviour and identified this as making inclusive education 

 
8 Loretta Giorcelli was the author and presenter of the Quality Schools Inclusive Leaders (QSIL) 

programme PF had completed in the years prior to the interviews. 
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“exceptionally difficult”. He described situations where students were placing the 

safety of the other students, staff and themselves at risk, and PF could not see how 

inclusive practices were possible in these situations. 

Parents can be a barrier 

Another barrier to inclusive education identified by PF on a number of occasions 

was that of parental responsibility, and PF made it clear that they placed some of the 

blame for the failure of inclusive practices onto parents:  

These issues that we’re having around inclusivity is for those poor students 
who will probably definitely end up with a diagnosis, except their parents 
are either completely ignorant and/or completely lazy, and I make no bones 
about saying that. Some parents just sit in denial, absolute denial. 

 
PF described parents not following paediatrician instructions for medication, and the 

consequences this had: 

They put them on medication, they take them off. One child’s on psychotic 
medication for a psychotic condition, ‘So, I’ll [the parent] take it off him 
because he seems to be getting better’, and so we wonder why some of 
these kids are just kicking holes in classroom walls. I feel absolutely for the 
kids. The problem I have is with some of the parents. In two of those cases 
I’ve actually reported the parents to DOCS [Department of Community 
Services] for neglect. 

 
PF also talked about parents not disclosing information such as court orders, and 

previous learning and behavioural problems, and indicated this also had a negative 

impact on the school’s capacity to deliver inclusive practices: “We don’t get the full 

picture from parents and then all of a sudden, we’ve got to go through a referral 

process to try and get more support [from the department]. So that’s a major 

implication”.  

The flip side of parental support was described by PF when asked to share an 

example of successful inclusive education:  

We’ve got one young chappy here. Medications were all over the shop, 
irregular communication with parents, not knowing where the child is at. 
Mum and dad a very acrimonious divorce. So, it was playing on the kid. But 
everything seems to have tightened up, where the parents are now 
communicating with the school. We’re all in agreement about what meds 
are happening and when. We’re in agreement in terms of the fact that he 
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[the student] has now transitioned completely out of the SEP into a regular 
classroom setting, still with some teacher aide support as you would expect. 
But from the times when he would physically be a whirling devil and have 
desks thrown through glass windows of the SEP, to now working in the 
classroom. All over a period of 18 months. 

 
In this example, PF attributed the turnaround for the student to the parents, and their 

willingness to follow paediatrician instructions and to engage with State School F. 

Systems present a challenge 

Legislation has an impact 

On four occasions across the two interviews PF referred to the pressures of the 

legal implications surrounding inclusive education and described their practice as 

being guided by this: 

I always say to my team, here’s the question, ‘If it ever went to a 
discrimination commission or anything else like that, was it foreseeable to 
you that you could’ve actually done more to support this child? And if you 
can’t hold your hand on your heart and answer, yes, and say, here’s the 
documentation where I provided additional support, then we are not doing 
enough’. 

 
PF explained that they would “…never dare say we can’t afford to buy a teacher aide 

for two days a week to work with this particular child” because: 

The danger is that if we aren’t going out of our way to make absolutely 
certain of all the adjustments required, that we can in fact be leaving 
ourselves exposed for litigation. That’s always a concern. I don’t see it as a 
threat, I see it as a challenge.  

 
The link between disability and behaviour was also discussed by PF: “It sort of irks me 

a little bit when somebody says under no circumstances can you suspend a child 

who’s been diagnosed with a disability. Rubbish. I’m willing to test that”. However, PF 

stated that they only ever make the decision to suspend a student with a disability 

when “…there are no loopholes in terms of legal appeals, because it’s just not worth 

it.” 
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It’s the role of the state school 

PF indicated that it was the responsibility of state schools to “…take all comers”, 

and said, “If I didn’t like that, I wouldn’t be here”. Students enrolled at State School F 

were, according to PF, afforded “…whatever it takes” to ensure success at school. An 

interesting caveat was placed on this. The “…whatever it takes” had to “…sit within 

union expectations”, as PF explained, “We’re not going to line people up for an extra 

pound of flesh. It’s around saying, ‘Hey, what’s it going to take to make a difference 

for this kid’”. 

PF did express frustration at the limits placed onto state schools as part of the 

political system and described it as being “…tied into the state process to meet the 

government’s agenda”. While inclusive education was espoused as the way schools 

needed to operate, and this was reflected in the school’s documentation, they could 

only do so within the confines placed on them by the state, both in terms of resourcing 

and other competing system agendas.  

 

4.6.2 GUIDING QUESTION 2 

How do primary school principals know the constructs of inclusion and exclusion? 

 

4.6.2.1 Thematic map: Inclusion  

 
Figure 4.23: Thematic map - Principal F knowledge of inclusion  
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4.6.2.2 Knowledge of inclusion 

PF described inclusive education as being “exceptionally broad”, with full inclusion 

sitting at “…one end of the conversation” and students being enrolled in special 

schools at the other. The conversation immediately turned to the challenges of 

supporting students with “…exceptionally high level violent and aggressive 

behaviours”, and the “safety issues” that surrounded these students. PF identified the 

legal implications of working with students with disability as frustrating: “…to seek to 

suspend a student who has been verified9 and is receiving support is almost is almost 

illegal”, an issue for schools, according to PF, in their pursuit of inclusive practices. It 

was through this lens that PF conceptualised both inclusive and exclusive education. 

It’s a continuum 

PF explained that “…inclusivity for some people means right, every kid, all day, 

every day in the classrooms and we should get around and try to support them as best 

we can”. Yet this is not the way PF considered it: 

It’s got to be based on the actual needs of the child, which should be listed 
in their plan and that will mean different levels of integration into classrooms 
for different kids at different times. It must also mean that if they’re in the 
classroom, integration might also mean a call back to the unit for some 
issues on some days. 

 
There are a couple of points to note here. Firstly, PF uses the term “integration” in this 

excerpt when talking about inclusion. This indicates a misunderstanding of the 

difference between the two terms, which does bring into question what is actually 

happening in the mainstream classrooms under the guise of “inclusive education”. 

Secondly, it is clear that if the students who are being integrated do not adhere to the 

expectations of the mainstream classroom, they will be sent back to the unit. 

PF identified inclusive education as a continuum, despite having some members 

of staff they described as “…inclusive purists, who believe they [students with 

additional needs] should be in classrooms, all day, every day”. This notion came from 

the understanding that some students “…with complex needs” could only manage 

“…negotiated time based on their individual plan” in the mainstream classroom, and 

 
9 The process by which Education Queensland recognises and resources students with a disability. 
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for the rest of the time required the support provided within the SEP. PF provided 

justification for this conceptualisation of inclusive education: 

Full inclusion gets a little bit hard though, when you’ve got an extremely 
high level young man with autism who’s witnessed his mother murder his 
father and he’s so autistic that to let him out of the unit into the playground, 
even with one on one support, is not in the best interests of the child. 

 
The use of the term “let him out” is interesting here, as though the “unit” is a place 

where students are placed as a consequence for engaging in challenging behaviours. 

Despite this, PF considered the support the SEP provided to students as part of State 

School F’s provision of inclusive education: “There’s another level of inclusivity and 

that is our SEP”. This understanding of inclusive education may go some way to 

explaining PF’s response to the continua. When asked to identify where they thought 

it sat on the Provision of Support Continuum, PF indicated ‘C’, indicating some 

students would always need access to a specialised segregated programme, on the 

grounds of a mainstream school. This concept of inclusive education was reflected in 

the school’s Annual Report, which described State School F as a school that was 

inclusive of diversity, and then talked about the special education programme for 

students with disability. PF did describe practices that had a small group of students 

from State School F attending programmes in a specialised behaviour setting, which 

would place inclusive education at the ‘D’ descriptor. 

It’s about difference  

On two occasions PF described inclusive education as “clean” when students had 

a verified10 disability, which meant they were recognised by Education Queensland as 

having a disability that impacted their schooling, and the school received funding to 

support their access. It was explained by PF like this:  

The inclusive aspect for students who have been diagnosed is actually very 
clean. It is not a problem. We know with the assessments that are done 
what the diagnosis is. We know what level of support is needed. We provide 
the people. They’ve got their programmes, which are reviewed, and off we 
go. 

 

 
10 The process by which Education Queensland recognises and resources students with a disability. 
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PF argued that providing an inclusive education for students without a verification but 

who were deemed as being different to the “norm”, was much more difficult. These 

students often had complex issues that sat outside of Education Queensland’s narrow 

categories of verification (as described in Chapter 1), and this meant the school did 

not receive any additional resourcing for them and were expected to manage these 

students on their own.  

It was only for these two groups of students (students with a verification and 

students without but with complex issues) that PF referred to when talking about 

inclusive education.  

It’s the responsibility of everyone 

School culture 

PF described inclusive education as being bigger than what happened in the 

classroom: “Inclusivity sits around the school’s culture”. According to PF, culture 

dictated important aspects of schooling such as how staff managed and treated 

students and their families, the implementation of practices to support students with 

additional needs, and the agendas adopted to move a school forward. If inclusive 

practices were valued as part of a school’s culture, these would guide the direction in 

which a school moved. Culture was highlighted in State School F’s Annual Report, 

where it was described as “…accepting of diversity”.  

 

4.6.2.3 Thematic map: Exclusion 

 

 
Figure 4.24: Thematic map - Principal F knowledge of exclusion  
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4.6.2.4 Knowledge of exclusion 

It’s about behaviour 

PF described the term exclusion as being solely for the reason of challenging 

behaviour, and explained when it might happen like this: 

I wouldn’t look at it unless it got to a point where we’ve got one of these 
people who are consistently being suspended and that there is absolutely 
no parental support and that I can demonstrate the school went over and 
above what we would normally do for levels of support. 

 
Suspension and enrolment in a specialised behaviour school, two practices 

employed by PF, were not deemed as “exclusive” practices. The numbers of students 

receiving disciplinary absences at State School F was consistently below 3% in the 

two years preceding the interviews. 
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4.6.3 GUIDING QUESTION 3 
What leadership practices do primary school principals adopt to enact inclusive education within their schools? 

 
4.6.3.1 Thematic map 

 

 
 

Figure 4.25: Thematic map - Principal F leadership practices 
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4.6.3.2 Leadership practices 

PF explained the student cohort at State School F had changed significantly over 

time and indicated this change had had a big impact on the school, and on their role 

as principal. PF described it like this: 

Probably seven years ago this would have been classed a leafy green 
school, which meant that you would count the number of kids dropped off 
in Beamas and Mercs out the front. The ICSEA11 rating has in fact dropped 
in this school, so we have a lot more semi-retirees moving out and rentals 
moving into the area. I make no comment about people’s status except to 
say that it has a high-level impact on this school in terms of a marked 
increase in the number of single parent families. Again, nothing wrong with 
that but the data shows that is the case. We have a marked increase in the 
number of students under some sort of custodial, I’m talking high level court 
order stuff, a marked increase in the number of people who are the subject 
of DVO’s12 and certainly a marked increase in the number of students with 
significant behavioural and learning issues as well, which occupies an 
enormous part of our day. 

 
As a consequence, PF talked about a need for the school to “re-culture”, to align with 

the needs of the diverse student cohort and considered their role in this as “absolutely 

fundamental”. PF acknowledged that, at the time of the interviews, some staff at State 

School F held “…outdated opinions in terms of inclusivity” and described re-culturing 

the school as their vision for moving it forward to a more inclusive place for all students. 

Across the two interviews, PF identified and described a number of practices they 

employed in their role as principal at State School F.   

Understand leadership 

Build cultural change into the “everyday”  

PF described the important role they had in making the re-culturing of State School 

F to become more inclusive, part of the its everyday practice. There was an awareness 

that creating sustainable cultural change was: 

…about making sure that you put your philosophy out there, without having 
people say, ‘This is the way [the principal] said it has to be done’. This is 
what I personally and passionately believe, and whether you come on 

 
11 ICSEA stands for Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage, and according to the 

Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) it is a “scale which allows for fair 
and reasonable comparisons among schools with similar students”. 

 
12 Domestic Violence Order 
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board with that will depend on how persuasive I can be, how supportive I 
can be. 
 

Work on school culture became part of each staff meeting so that it became an aspect 

of regular school practice, and everyone was part of the process. PF talked about 

using the language of “culture” consistently in resourcing decisions and in 

conversations with staff, and while some gains had been made, PF believed they still 

had a long way to go. Money was allocated in the Investing for Success document to 

develop the leadership team’s capacity to lead effective cultural change. 

(i) Shift attitudes 

PF described changing attitudes towards inclusive education as the toughest part 

of shifting school culture at State School F, however accepted this as part of their job: 

The other agenda which is mine to drive is the re-culturing of staff attitude 
around inclusive education because we still have some teachers who say, 
‘If he’s got a disability now, wonderful. He’s yours, SEP. See ya!’, and 
unfortunately we actually have some SEP staff who think exactly the same, 
‘No, no, he shouldn’t be in your classroom full-time. We’ll come and visit 
sometimes’.  

 
This point is an interesting one in light of PF’s reliance on the SEP to take responsibility 

for the majority students with a disability, particularly those with more complex and/or 

challenging needs. 

Leadership structures 

Establish effective working teams 

PF described two different teams that operated with State School F to support the 

inclusive education agenda. It was interesting to note teachers, or teaching teams, 

were not part of this discussion, however they were mentioned in three of the school’s 

documents, where teaching teams were described as an effective part of the school’s 

teaching and learning process. The Responsible Behaviour Plan also describes a 

Behaviour Support team, however this was not mentioned by PF during either of the 

interviews. 

(i) Leadership team 

PF described the leadership of State School F like this: “It’s not the symbolic head 

out there with a sabre saying, ‘Here I am. Follow me’. It’s a broad team front line in 

this school, OK, and we identify our strengths and we complement each other’s 
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strengths”. When asked who made up the leadership team PF described only those 

in positional leadership roles, the two Deputy principals and the Head of Curriculum: 

“There’s the four of us that take charge”.  

It was evident from the discussion that each member of the leadership team had 

specific roles within the school, and PF trusted their leadership team to complete these 

efficiently and effectively to ensure the smooth running of State School F. The 

leadership team was mentioned in two of the school’s documents and was described 

as being a cohesive team with a shared drive to develop their leadership skills.  

An interesting omission from the leadership team was the Head of Special 

Education (HOSES), who was not mentioned at any time as a leader within the school, 

despite being in a positional leadership role.   

(ii) Student services support team 

The student services support team were responsible “…for identifying student 

need and responding to that”, and this was outlined in the school’s Annual Report. 

Chaired by a Deputy Principal, the team was described by PF as being in a “rebuilding” 

phase, to re-establish “…a sense of confidence in teachers that if they refer a student, 

they’re actually going to find out if something is done about that and get some 

feedback”. This was being done through the allocation of time and resources to the 

team and was deemed necessary after a period of time without a functioning team, 

due to high staff turnover in the roles attached to this team. Yet PF expressed concern 

that, at the time of the interviews, not all teachers had understood the purpose of the 

team: “I am saying to teachers, ‘So why are you referring kids in September? Is it to 

cover your bum cause you think that you haven’t done anything for the rest of the 

year? Why weren’t they referred in March?’”. While PF acknowledged they still had 

some work to do in this area, they did indicate that “…some progress had been made”. 

Authority patterns 

Manage the school agenda 

PF described the business of the principal’s role and the large amounts of 

administrative work that are required, at the expense of engagement with teachers 

and students: “You can put in an extremely big and busy day, and a big week, without 

seeing kids too much at all. It’s always a challenge”. To manage the workload and 

systemic requirements, PF identified three practices they employed. 



CHAPTER 4: Results  

 216 

(i) Distribute leadership  

PF described using practices that could be described as “distributive”. When a new 

agenda came from above, PF explained the first thing they did was to explore the 

agenda with the leadership team and make a determination as to who was best 

positioned to drive it within the school: 

It’s not just the principal who gets engaged, and in many cases its other 
people who get engaged more and take me by the hand and say, ‘This is 
what you need to know’, and that sort of thing because I have no intention 
of leading every single one of those agendas because I’d be there forever. 

 
This notion of distributed leadership was mentioned in the school’s Annual Report as 

something that had been recognised by an auditor as a positive for State School F. 

Later during the discussion PF acknowledged that despite their willingness to share 

the leadership of systemic agendas:  

At the end of the day if it works well then that’s fine, but if it doesn’t work 
well the accountability stops with me. We can have shared and delegated 
accountability, that’s all great and that works well. But at the end of the day 
if it goes pear shaped, I’m the one who will answer for that. 

 
While PF articulated that they could not lead all agendas within the school, there was 

an understanding that the responsibility for the success (or not) of each piece of work 

sat with them. 

(ii) Pick out the bits that need work 

PF explained that many of the requirements coming from the system aligned with 

work already being done in the school, and it was important to understand this: 

“There’s a temptation to become overwhelmed with this sort of stuff straight away. It’s 

important just to have a look at it and to stand back and say, ‘Hey, what are some of 

the key things that impact on us’. Rather than adopting a new agenda in its entirety, 

“…our role is to try and sift through it and say, ‘We are doing that well, that well, that 

well, but boy oh boy we need to start to have a look at a few of these areas’”.  PF 

described these as the “…really critical bit of the agendas”, that State School F would 

adopt “…very, very, quickly and do it well”. PF provided an example with Quality 

School Inclusive Leaders (QSIL) programme: 
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Look at something like QSIL. We went out and undertook the QSIL training 
and have gone through the department nonsense, in terms of reporting 
back to everybody, telling them what a wonderful job they’ve done. You can 
probably tell by my tone there that that doesn’t rock my boat. But we did 
need to start to have a look at a few areas, particularly in terms of what it 
meant for ICPs [Individual Curriculum Plans] for kids. 

 
While sceptical about some of the agendas from above, PF did acknowledge there 

were aspects of them that were valuable and needed attention.  

(iii) Ignore some things  

As well as picking out the “critical” parts of different agendas, PF also stated they 

would “deliberately ignore” things they did not consider necessary at that point in time: 

“I just look at what are the critical sorts of agendas, who best to help us manage that. 

Let’s get a few things and do it and do it well, rather than trying to skim the surface 

right across the board”. 

Make decisions, but consult where necessary 

To enact change PF indicated that “…people who are in the school will require the 

principal to actually show that they can make some decisions and that they can do so 

consultatively and listen”. This was touted as being especially important for significant, 

and sometimes challenging, cultural change as required by inclusive education. Yet 

PF explained that it was just not possible to consult on every decision and described 

a practice they used to determine whether or not others needed to be involved in the 

decision-making process:  

There are layers of decision making. One is the strategic decision making 
which won’t necessarily involve consulting with every person across the 
school. It’s only going to be some people who are going to want to be 
involved. The second one is what I call an operational level of decision 
making, which is more widespread consultation. Tactical decision making 
which is if I want to go and ask somebody, maybe just one person, how it 
should be done then I’ll do that.  

 
Utilising a “…balance between strategic, operational and tactical consultation and 

decision making”, according to PF, meant they were able to listen to others when it 

was appropriate, but made the decisions that needed to be made quickly, in a timely 

manner. Staff felt “listened to”, but also had the confidence that their principal was able 

to make decisions. 
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Pursue a student diagnosis 

On a number of occasions PF talked about the frustration of supporting students 

with challenging needs who did not have a verified13 diagnosis. As mentioned earlier, 

parents were encouraged to seek medical intervention if the school deemed it 

necessary however this was not consistently adhered to. As a result, PF explained 

they now “…paid for psychologists to come into this school”. A consequence of 

“…outsourcing the cognitive assessments”, was that the school could “…get more kids 

verified”, and PF described this as “…moving ahead in leaps and bounds”. Parents 

and teachers were supportive of spending school funds in this way: 

Parents are very, very, happy with that, the psychology service. The people 
who come in and do it for us actually don’t just do the assessment and write 
the report, but they’ll actually come in and provide parent feedback and 
they’ll meet with the teacher in terms of saying, ‘Here are some suggested 
strategies’. 

 
Since the implementation of this practice, PF indicated that they had increased the 

number of students verified with an intellectual disability, which meant more resources 

for the school, more students could access the SEP, and teachers had a better 

understanding of the strategies they could use in their classrooms (both mainstream 

and SEP) to support them. PF articulated the outcomes of this programme as 

“…kicking massive goals”. 

Culture, values and ideology 

A rhetoric of difference 

PF only used terms to describe students with disabilities on a small number of 

occasions, and while they did talk about a “special needs kiddie”, on the other 

occasions the person was placed first, such as in the terms “students with disabilities” 

and “students with significant behavioural needs”. However, there was a distinction 

between this group of students, and those without any additional needs. Students with 

more complex needs took up the majority of PF’s time, they could not successfully 

access mainstream classrooms or the playground, and they were on the SEP roll. This 

was also evident in the discussion about the teachers who worked in the SEP, who 

 
13 The process by which Education Queensland recognises and resources students with a disability. 



                                                                                                CHAPTER 4: Results 

  

 219 

were talked about as the SEP staff, as opposed to the rest of the teaching staff who 

were referred to as the “teachers”. All of this was necessary as, according to PF, what 

happened in the SEP was different to the “norm” at State School F, and unless 

students could conform to these expectations, they would remain in the SEP. 

The term “diverse” in all of its guises, appears numerous times across the school’s 

documentation, however students with a disability are only identified in the school’s 

Annual Report, where they are connected to the school’s SEP, a breakdown of 

numbers of students from different minority groups (disability, indigenous, students in 

out-of-home care and so on). The purpose of these statistics is not obvious. 

Structures, policies and procedures 

Operate segregated settings 

On a number of occasions PF talked about the school’s SEP, and it was evident 

that this operated as a separate, segregated space within State School F, with its own 

classrooms, outdoor space, and staff. While the SEP was mentioned in the school’s 

Annual Report as a support for students with disability, its mode of operation was not. 

The SEP was a facility for students who had a verified14 disability or challenging 

behaviour, and PF explained it like this: “For a lot of these kids they will actually be 

enrolled in the SEP, so their class roll will be the SEP”. These students had the majority 

of their classes within the SEP, with “negotiated transitioning” into the mainstream 

classes, and PF stated, “That’s what it needs to be”. PF provided an example of how 

the SEP was used for one student: 

…we’ve just got a young fellow there with an individual plan who’s been in 
the classroom for maths activities and language activities, but not in the 
playground because he’s extremely violent and it’s just been a general 
transition into classroom for those activities. Unfortunately, the other day 
when he was up in the SEP, he’s violently assaulted one of the staff and so 
I have suspended him for a week. Now he will transition back in and 
interestingly in an email from the HOSES [Head of Special Education 
Services] this morning they basically said, ‘So, what level of transition would 
we be looking at back into the classroom?’, and my response is going to 
be, with not quite four weeks of school left, temperatures hot… This kid, we 
haven’t got the evidence that he’s actually on his meds, it’s not going real 

 
14 The process by which Education Queensland recognises and resources students with a disability. 
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well. Chances are he will stay in the unit for the remainder of this term and 
obviously we will re-evaluate his programme for next year. 

 
At the time of the interviews PF indicated there were “…34 students in our SEP, 

which will probably jump up to 43/44 despite the fact that our overall school enrolment 

is dropping”. The justification for this?: “There is no doubt that students with disabilities 

and students with a range of issues is the growth industry”. 

Use methods of exclusion 

PF described a number of different exclusive practices utilised when managing 

students with challenging behaviour. While different to the strategies outlined below, 

the school’s Responsible Behaviour Plan also described exclusive practices such as 

“time out”, removal to a “buddy class” and loss of break times. It was interesting to 

note that while consideration of individual circumstances was acknowledged here as 

something enacted by State School F for students with “impairment needs”, the 

premise of the document was around consistency of expectations and consequences. 

(i) Managed attendance 

According to PF, a number of students at State School F were on a “managed 

attendance” plans, which meant that they were not attending school full-time. When 

students were not attending the school, they were either attending a separate 

provision for students with challenging behaviours, or at home.  

(ii) Suspension 

Managing suspensions was something PF explained was part of their role. They 

considered it as, “…the only thing I’ve got left at my disposal for those kids, particularly 

the ones that aren’t diagnosed”, and described using it “to give us a break, to give 

them a break, and to give the parents a chance to do what they’ve said they were 

going to do and that is to get a doctor’s referral to a paediatrician”. According to the 

school’s documentation, suspension rates had remained stable over the years leading 

up to the time of the interviews. 

Support structures 

Support teachers who do the right thing 

PF explained that at State School F there were “…a few people who believe that 

we should stand up blindly behind teachers, every single time”. However, PF did not 

adhere to this notion, and made sure their staff were aware: 
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‘I will stand up behind you 100% as long as you don’t do something bloody 
stupid’. They are the exact words I use with staff every year, and, ‘If you 
are going to clout a kid or you are going to be really sarcastic in front of the 
class to a particular child, you’re on your own’. 

 
This message, according to PF, ensured staff understood there were expectations on 

their behaviour as “professionals”, just as they had expectations of student behaviour. 

Parents and community 

Develop partnerships with parents 

Earlier, PF outlined specific parental behaviours as a barrier to inclusive practices. 

Yet they did talk extensively about the desire to develop strong partnerships with 

parents, perhaps as a way to circumvent the issues described previously. PF 

characterised the state of play at the time of the interviews like this: “One of the 

challenges is trying to create a sense of confidence in the parents that they can 

actually trust us, that we are here and want to work with them in partnership”. PF 

explained the need to re-establish this stemmed from it not being part of the school’s 

culture prior to their arrival: “There’s that cultural aspect. Trying to get a stronger 

feeling in this particular school in terms of developing partnerships with parents. We’ve 

got a lot more work to do on that”.   

One strategy PF had implemented was to have members of the leadership team 

each take responsibility for particular year levels, and this was described in the 

school’s Responsible Behaviour Plan: “I look after an area of the school.  I look after 

Years 3 and 4, so parent conversations that come past the teacher, it hasn’t worked 

out, then the next level is me”. This was communicated regularly: “I put it out in the 

newsletter all the time. “Parents, if you’ve got an issue make a time to meet with the 

teacher at a mutually convenient time. If you can’t work it out then meet with the 

respective administrator”. While there was still work to do in this space, PF felt there 

had been some progress made. However not all staff were happy: 

One of the frequent criticisms this admin team will get is that, yeah, you 
value parents more than you value teachers. OK, we can wear that, we’ve 
got broad shoulders. But if it’s something that we consistently need to look 
at, we do. If it’s something whereby I will give a parent a fair hearing and I’ll 
go back to the teacher and say, ‘Listen, give us your side of the story on 
this, and if I need to get you two together, we do’. Then I’ll do it. So that’s 
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the culture of this school and I think our parents really, really, do value that, 
and I think most of our teachers do as well. 

 
PF indicated their desire to see a strengthening of the partnership with parents was 

because it led to better student outcomes. 

Professional learning 

Engage in professional development 

PF described professional development as something that was offered to all staff 

and indicated that school need drove the programmes that were offered and accessed. 

PF explained that workshops on supporting students with a hearing impairment, and 

classroom management were two of the most popular at the time of the interviews, 

and the school’s Annual Report indicated that all teachers had participated in some 

form of professional learning at the time of the interviews. 

Resource allocation  

Allocate resources to students 

PF explained that “…all of the resources” allocated to State School F went “…to 

classrooms and students support”, and this meant they were able to make sure the 

resources leaders and teachers required were “…there as soon as they need[ed] 

them”. If teachers had the resources they required there was no excuse not to provide 

relevant support to the students. The school’s documentation indicated that the 

majority of these resources were allocated to programmes designed to improve 

student literacy and numeracy outcomes.
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4.6.4 Summary of findings  

Table 4.6: A summary of the findings from the data analysis from Case Study F. 

Focus area Findings 
Attitudes towards inclusive education • It’s difficult 

• Behaviour is a barrier 
• Parents can be a barrier 
• Systems present a challenge 
• It’s the role of the state school 

Knowledge of inclusion • It’s a continuum  
• It’s about difference 
• It’s the responsibility of everyone 

Knowledge of exclusion • It’s about behaviour 
Leadership practices  • Understand leadership 

- Build cultural change into the 
“everyday” 

• Leadership structures 
- Establish effective working teams 

• Authority patterns 
- Manage the school agenda 
- Make decisions, but consult where 

necessary 
- Pursue a student diagnosis 

• Culture, values and ideology 
- A rhetoric of difference 

• Structures, policies and procedures 
- Operate segregated settings 
- Use methods of exclusion 

• Support structures 
- Support teachers who do the right 

thing 
• Parents and community 
- Develop partnerships with parents 

• Professional learning 
- Engage in professional 

development 
• Resource allocation 
- Allocate resources to students 
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4.7 CASE STUDY G  
BACKGROUND 

State School G is a small-medium sized school, without a Special Education 

Programme (SEP), in a regional city in Queensland. PG described falling into 

education, as they did not get the results they needed to study what they had wanted 

to at University. However, after a few years of working in schools PG realised it was 

what they wanted to do and began to pursue a position in leadership. After some years 

working in middle leadership roles, PG was asked to take up a principal position in a 

school that needed “some help” and since that time had worked in a number of 

schools, until coming to State School G. At the time of the interviews PG had been at 

the school for almost four years. 

 

4.7.1 GUIDING QUESTION 1 

What attitudes do primary school principals have towards inclusive education? 

 

4.7.1.1 Thematic map  

 

 
Figure 4.26: Thematic map - Principal G attitudes towards inclusive education 
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4.7.1.2 Attitudes towards inclusive education 

When asked about inclusive education, PG said:  

Loretta Giorcelli15, the rude English lady. How much did she cost? That was 
the worst PD I have ever been to, it was bad. I originally said I didn’t want 
to go. I said I wasn’t, I didn’t think [it would] add value to my agenda and I 
was told I had to go [by the Assistant Regional Director] and I noticed he 
wasn’t there to listen to the PD and she was just… I have to say I left early 
on both days. I think [I] arrived late for one. 

 
The reason for this reluctance, according to PG, was not that they considered inclusive 

education “unimportant”, but rather they felt they understood the construct and had 

demonstrated this through their work at State School G. The value placed onto 

inclusive practices by PG was evident in the attitudes they held towards it. 

It’s the role of the state school 

Upon starting at State School G, PG established a vision that they described as 

being their own: “…the vision has always been that my school as a state school should 

be a great place to learn for all children”. That vision set the agenda for the school, 

and PG described working with staff to establish “three priorities” that sat “underneath” 

the vision, to help make it a reality. The priorities centred around maximising student 

achievement across a broad range of curriculum areas, developing social emotional 

literacy in students, and generating school pride (then will be unpacked in more detail 

further on in this section). When asked about what they would like the students at 

State School G to leave with, PG replied, “I’d like them to think that they’ve had a good 

time”. This was reiterated in the both the school’s Annual Report and the Pedagogical 

framework. 

Must have expectations 

PG expressed, a number of times, their belief that “…all children can learn and 

succeed”, and schools needed to provide their students with “…opportunities for 

success”. Interestingly, this placed the onus for student success with the school and 

the structures within it, rather than with the students themselves. This was reflected 

across all of the school’s documentation. 

 
15 Loretta Giorcelli was the author and presenter of the Quality Schools Inclusive Leaders (QSIL) 

programme PG had completed in the years prior to the interviews. 
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4.7.2 GUIDING QUESTION 2 

How do primary school principals know the constructs of inclusion and exclusion? 

 

4.7.2.1 Thematic map: Inclusion  

 
Figure 4.27: Thematic map - Principal G knowledge of inclusion  

 

4.7.2.2 Knowledge of inclusion 

PG described the cohort of students at State School G as being a real “mix”. The 

school had a high enrolment of students from Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

backgrounds, as well as those PG identified as “new Australians”. There were also a 

number of students with a verified16 disability, and a “significant number” of students 

in out of home care. This “mixed bag” presented PG with what they termed “occasional 

challenges”, yet they expressed a determination to ensure State School G was a 

successful and engaging place for all students, and it was from this paradigm that PG 

discussed their understanding of inclusive education. 

It’s a continuum 

When asked about where they considered inclusive education sat on the  

Provision of Support Continuum, PG pointed at the ‘B’ descriptor and stated this was 

how things operated at State School G. However, they explained that for some 

students in schools with SEP, the ‘C’ descriptor might be necessary as not all students 

could work successfully within the “mainstream” classroom. PG indicated that State 

 
16 The process by which Education Queensland recognises and resources students with a disability. 
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School G did not have any students with significant and complex disabilities, as these 

students tended to enrol in schools that either had an SEP (of which there were a 

number in the regional city) or at the local Special School. 

It’s about values 

Safety 

According to PG, schools that were inclusive were “safe” places, for all students, 

no matter their circumstances. PG described a situation where this made a “significant 

difference” for a student who had experienced some behaviour challenges: 

I remember sitting in on the re-entry meeting and he was with his Mum and 
he was a bit, ‘Neh’, and I said, ‘You come back when you’re ready’, and 
then he did. He’s now gold [top of the school’s behaviour chart]. He’s quite 
funny, he waits for me at the gate in the morning to play on the iPad and 
other stuff… and he’s like, ‘You’re late today’, so you get that sort of thing… 
It’s cause he feels safe, included.  

 
It’s the responsibility of everyone 

PG described inclusive education as the provision of an education that is designed 

around the needs of the students at any one school, and it was the responsibility of all 

staff to make sure this happened. Curriculum needed to be “flexible” and 

“differentiation” strategies employed to ensure all students could access it 

successfully. The Annual Report concurred with this idea, stating that it was the 

“responsibility” of the school to provide a “meaningful curriculum” for all students. This 

was also the approach taken within the school’s Pedagogical Framework. 

PG talked about working “with” students and required the students to engage. PG 

described it as a “partnership” that provided students with some control over what was 

happening for them at school and explained this was an important aspect of inclusive 

practice. Students could not be forced to participate, and PG let them know this: “If 

you don’t want to be here then don’t come. We’re here to learn”. The partnership was 

not about “pandering” to the needs of the students, but rather “working with” the 

students to ensure they experienced success in a way that worked for them. 
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4.1.2.3 Thematic map: Exclusion 

 
Figure 4.28: Thematic map - Principal G knowledge of exclusion  

 

4.7.2.3 Knowledge of exclusion 

It’s about behaviour 

When asked about the term exclusion, PG described it as “…suspension and that 

sort thing”. They explained they had suspended students from State School G and 

had also considered exclusion. However, PG expressed relief that the decision had 

not been made to exclude the students as, at the time of the interviews, they were 

“…now a school leader and is a consistent gold [top of the reward system]”. It was 

interesting to note that in the school’s Annual Report, the number of suspensions had 

increased two-fold in the two years preceding the interviews. No mention was made 

by PG, during either interview, of exclusionary practices as having any relationship to 

inclusive education, despite being aware of the focus of this research.
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4.7.3 GUIDING QUESTION 3 
What leadership practices do primary school principals adopt to enact inclusive education within their schools? 

 
4.7.3.1 Thematic map 

 
Figure 4.29: Thematic map - Principal G leadership practices 
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4.7.3.2 Leadership practices 
PG described their first impressions of State School G like this: “It was horrible. It 

was really sad, sad, sad… it was dirty, grotty, empty.” Enrolment numbers were on the 

decline and PG felt “…it had lost its direction and people were just leaving, you know, 

they were just leaving”. PG had previously done some “…work around emotional 

intelligence” and explained an initial determination to see changes to the running of 

State School G in accordance with their understanding in this field, to improve things 

for the group of “…parents [who wanted] to make it work because this was the local 

school and they believed in that”. PG described how things operated at the beginning 

of their principalship: 

…teachers retreated to the classroom so they could control that 
environment, so they controlled that… It was a bit of mayhem. Play times 
were like something out of Starlag 45 [a German World War II prisoner of 
war camp]… there was no free play so you were regimented and kids went 
on off and did options, and everything was structured. No-one was happy. 

 
The ensuing four years saw PG employ a number of different leadership practices to 

progress towards their vision of State School G being “…a great place to learn”, for all 

students. 

Understand leadership 

Align plans to the vision   

Although not necessary at the time, PG “rewrote” the school’s strategic plan to 

align it with their vision and the direction in which they wanted to move the school. 

They considered this the catalyst that “…started the ball rolling” and described a “really 

exciting” outcome of the change agenda outlined in the strategic plan as an 

unexpected “…increase in our [student] numbers so then there was growth” as the 

school was able to cater for diverse groups of students more effectively. 

PG explained that it had been important for all staff at State School G to come on 

board with the vision they had, and to feel some ownership of it. PG indicated, through 

consultation in the initial stages of development, that this had happened. As a result, 

when new staff came to the school they were told: “This is how we do things the [State 

School G] way. This is our plan and we’ve got ownership of this, and yes, you may 

want to come in and do your own thing, but you fit that into what we do here”. PG did 
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state that it was time for the school’s vision to be “revisited” and they would work it 

through with the staff to ensure it was “still relevant to the students”, and if need be, 

they would do “some re-visioning”. Staff collaboration was identified in the school’s 

documentation as the way work was done. 

Leadership structures 

Establish effective working teams 

PG described the importance, as a principal, of “…having that team of people 

around you”. While there were no other positional leaders at State School G, PG talked 

about their “reliance” on two teachers, who both worked on the development of the 

school’s curriculum, to drive the change agenda within the school. At the time of the 

interviews PG was in the process of establishing new teams of teachers to drive some 

of the other agendas within the school, such as student behaviour, student attendance, 

and the literacy programme. They described it as “…handing some of that work back 

to teams”, as they felt the school was in the right place for that to happen and PG 

considered that it was “working well”: “…people are having team meetings. There is 

that negotiation but that sense of ownership of it, rather than it just resting with me. I’m 

not carrying the whole load on my own”.  

Special educator as a leader  

PG explained they no longer relied on the larger school in their area to provide 

special education support: “We went stand-alone this year, so we broke away from 

[larger school name]. We were rebellious. But we never saw her, the HOSES [Head 

of Special Education Services], she just took our money”. This had allowed State 

School G to employ their own special education teacher for a day a week, and PG 

described that it had been “really good”. PG used this person, “ …with a special ed 

background”, to “…bring a fresh set of eyes” into the school. The special education 

teacher:  

…worked with the teachers, building up their learning plans for kids, and 
helped them with differentiation in their classrooms and that’s worked really 
well. [The special education teacher] also goes in [and] supports in literacy 
blocks, has some individual time with some students, and coordinates 
some of our teacher aides to run programmes in the middle session. It 
works very well.  
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This way of working was reiterated within the school’s Annual Report and Pedagogical 

Framework. PG indicated that they would not go back to relying on the larger school 

to provide them with a special education service, as this programme met the needs of 

State School G in a way that worked for them. 

Authority patterns 

Manage the school agenda 

There were a number of practices that PG described they used to manage the 

workload that came to them and articulated why these were needed: “…you could 

spend whole your life doing this stuff, you know”. PG explained that Education 

Queensland “churned out” agendas, and shared the message that often came with 

them: 

I love the line that they always use, ‘It’s nothing new, it’s nothing, but it’s 
been rebranded, re logoed, renamed, rebadged’. It’s political and you look 
at it and you go, ‘Right we still do the core business, we’re just rebranding 
it’. 

 
(i) Filter stuff out 

PG described that they would “look over” the new bits of information, to “get the 

gist” of it and then make a decision about what they would share with staff and what 

they would “filter out”. This made the amount of information going through to staff 

“more manageable”. 

(ii) Say no 

There were times when PG indicated that, “You have to be really tough. So, you’ve 

got to say no to things and go, ‘This is all I can manage’. PG described this as being 

important for their own “longevity” in the job. 

Be the example 

PG talked extensively about the need to set the example for their staff, through 

actions as well as words: “If I’m expecting [them] to do something, then I’ve got to be 

able to do it myself”. They considered the best way to do this was through “modelling 

and doing” and making sure that whatever new things they were asking of their staff, 

they were “able to do” as well.  

(i) Keep teaching 

PG explained the importance of continuing to take an active role in the classroom: 
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“I do teach, I do art options on Tuesday afternoon and then I’ve done some of the 

Stephanie Alexander17, some of the cooking lessons. I lead those, so they’ve been 

quite interesting”. The reason for this sat with a leader they had worked with at a 

previous school:  

He’s there telling us what we should do and you’re sort of going [to yourself], 
‘Well, you couldn’t do it’, and so I’d sort of gone through this thing where if 
you’re telling your teachers, ‘You’ve got to do this’, then I’ve got to be able 
to do it too. 

 
This provided PG with the credibility to begin to have conversation about 

teaching practice with their staff. 

Cultures, values and ideology 

Manage behaviour through school-wide Positive Behaviour for Learning (PBL) 

After the initial changes to the way student behaviour was managed, State School 

G implemented PBL. PG explained that the move to PBL did not deviate to far from 

the work that had been done at the beginning, and described three practices that had 

led to a shift on student behaviour. 

(i) Consistent expectations 

PG explained that “…each class has the same rules and expectations” which 

ensured “a consistent language” was used by all staff, and as a consequence, the 

students and their families. This had led to a shared understanding of the school’s 

expectations, and these became a tool that PG used to work with students who 

continued to engage in more challenging behaviour. This desire for consistency was 

reflected in the school’s Responsible Behaviour Plan. 

(ii) Teach learning behaviour 

It was obvious during the discussion that PG felt passionately about the need for 

students to understand the behaviours required to learn, before they were expected 

to apply them: 

We put an emphasis on learning behaviour. Let’s get that right and then if 
our kids have got the learning behaviour, we can then layer in the academic. 

 
17 Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden programme: introduce pleasurable food education to 

children during their learning years, in order to form positive food habits for life. 
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There’s no good going to the academic if they can’t, if they’re sitting there 
going [PG pulled a silly face]. 

 
This led to the development of specific lessons designed to teach the students the 

behaviours they needed to be able to successfully engage with the curriculum. This 

was expressed in the school’s Responsible Behaviour Plan, where there was a clear 

link made between behaviour and learning. 

(iii) Recognise and reward “good” behaviour 

PG described the processes they had introduced at State School G to recognise 

and reward students who were consistently following the school’s expectations: 

…so we call it going for gold. Each class has the same rules and 
expectations and we have like a peg system and each child has a calendar 
and they’re stamped gold, silver, and bronze each day. Then at the end of 
each week we have gold reward Friday, if you’re gold you get free choice, 
if you’re silver you miss a bit of that and if you’re bronze you don’t get 
it…then reward days at the end of term…we started giving out to kids like 
a little gold badge if they have been consistently gold, so it’s that recognition 
for your efforts. 

 
When asked how students felt if they missed out on the recognition and rewards, PG 

shared this story: 

I just remember this Year 7 boy who got a bronze on the first rewards day 
and he missed out …we had a bouncing castle. He said to me, ‘So all I 
need to do it this this and this and I get that?’, and I went, ‘Yeah’, and he 
went, ‘OK’, and he was gold next time. 

 
PG explained that the expectations they placed on student behaviour were achievable 

for all students, and therefore it “…was not hard” for students to achieve the 

recognition and gold reward. PG did not mention how students who did not engage in 

the expected behaviours were managed, however within the Responsible Behaviour 

Plan, strategies such as time in the principal’s office, loss of privileges and suspension 

were described as being used. 

Develop pride in the school 

When asked what they considered important for the students at State School G, 

PG responded with “school pride”, and they described the change they had seen in 

this area in the four years they had been at the school, and what it meant for the 
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students: 

School pride is probably the one [thing] that has really sort of changed. So 
much so that I was talking about it with a couple of teachers the other day 
[and] when we first did our concert a while back the kids would stand there 
and go, ‘Shame, I’m not doing that, shame’, and they looked grotty, they 
looked dirty. Now…we have [a] school uniform, we do school uniform 
packages, so we provide at a low cost and they look smart, they feel great. 
We spent a lot of money on the school grounds, so you come into a nice 
inviting place… Now we walk in the [name of a local festival] parade and all 
of that, so there’s that sense of school pride.  

 
This sense of pride in the school was something that PG hoped the students would 

take with them when they left the school: “…they can turn around and say proudly, 

‘Yeah, I went to [State School G]’. 

A rhetoric of inclusion 

All of the language used by PG was inclusive. They consistently used the term “we” 

rather than “I” to talk about the work that was being done at the school, and when 

talking about the students, PG referred to them as “students”, without using any 

descriptors to classify them. The only time these terms were used when PG was asked 

to describe the cohort of the school. 

This use of inclusive language was repeated throughout the school’s documents, 

where the term “diverse” appeared on one occasion to describe the student cohort, 

but language around ability or disability was not present.  However, the school’s 

Annual Report did describe their student body as coming from “…a lower socio-

economic area”, “50%” of the students identifying as “…Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander descent”. The relevance of this information was not clear. 

Structures, policies and procedures 

Make the curriculum fit the students 

PG talked on a number of different occasions about the importance of making 

things fit the students, rather than the other way around, and this has presented some 

challenges: 

My battle… I get frustrated in Queensland. They love to test. Where’s your 
teacher judgment? You can make that call but I [the department] need the 
piece of paper evidence. So, what, I’m going to assess this, I’m going to do 
this, I want this, I’m testing, I’m testing? …There’s not a lot of professional 
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trust I suppose. 

 
PG described this need to for constant testing and assessing, and lack of professional 

trust in teacher judgment as having eroded teachers “self-efficacy”, which resulted in 

a lack of preparedness to “tweak” the curriculum to fit the students. PG explained that 

this was not just an issue for older teachers: 

I’ve been working with the two youngish teachers in Year 1. I taught a 
lesson from our birds unit, our adaptation of the C2C [Queensland 
curriculum], and the teacher said, ‘Oh, that’s a good art activity’, and I said, 
‘No, it’s not, it’s science’, and [they] went, ‘How?’. I said, ‘We’ve used that 
material, we’ve changed it. They’re going to use it to make something, yes, 
it’s visual and yes, it’s kinaesthetic. It’s not a worksheet, the hideous C2C 
worksheets, but we can do something where they can use their knowledge 
of birds to inform it’. I think it’s about tweaking the curriculum.  

 
PG not only worked to ensure teachers were making the curriculum relevant to 

their students, but also introduced some novel ways to support their students to 

engage with the curriculum: 

Every Friday we have circus [person’s name] come in so they’ve [the 
students] done a lot of circus skills and that’s been great for the kids. So, 
some of them have gone on the trapeze, they walk along the tightrope, walk 
on a ball… but that fits back into that crossing the midline, balance, so it will 
all lead back into handwriting and learning.  

 
PG explained that they were afforded the “flexibility” they required because they 

“…asked for it”. At the time of the interviews PG had been given permission by 

Education Queensland to replace the traditional Languages Other Than English 

(LOTE) curriculum with what PG called the teaching of French through the “language 

of food”. This programme was tied into the school’s Stephanie Alexander kitchen 

garden programme, and PG believed they had received permission to do this because 

their literacy and numeracy data was “shot”. PG explained the programme: 

We called it language of food, so it stayed under that umbrella and it was 
be done through the kitchen because that has relevance to our kids and is 
embedded in our curriculum. So why wouldn’t you, because ultimately [you] 
could teach them a life skill and a purpose for a language, rather than 
making it as I’ve seen in some places, dot-to-dots…. This is Japan, do a 
dot-to-dot.  
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In addition to teaching in this way, PG talked about providing opportunities for students 

to have some control over what they participated in. The introduction of the “flex 

programme” meant that students in the upper years were able to choose from options 

such as sport, drama, and visual arts, and participated in an “enrichment” programme 

in these areas. 

PG described the work towards making the curriculum relevant to their students as 

a “conscious shift” at State School G, and they indicated it had improved student 

engagement and therefore student outcomes. 

Parents and community 

Work with the local community 

PG stipulated the value in working with local community groups to both engage 

and support the students, as well as the staff at State School G, and this was reflected 

in the school’s documentation. The Smith Family, Carbal (an indigenous medical 

service), and local art groups were all organisations that the school liaised with to 

provide various programmes to their students. PG provided an example of this that 

had, unexpectedly, made a big impact on them as a principal: 

We were working with a local indigenous group. They did a bit of a 
facilitated workshop with myself, a teacher and a teacher aide, and that was 
really quite powerful. They’re coming in on the pupil free days to lead staff 
through [the workshop]…if you look at our headline date, we’re 
underperforming. However, the indigenous people went and sort of cut our 
data in a different way and used a different lens, and in some respects, 
we’re doing very well.  

 
PG described this experience as “…really contradictory, really interesting” and 

indicated it had made them consider their school data in a very different way from 

the way they had previously. 

Professional learning 

Engage in professional development 

Credibility was again considered an important factor when PG implemented a 

model of coaching and feedback to improve teacher practice:  

We started this new project, you know, doing that whole feedback and 
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coaching thing. So, I’ve done it where I go and teach, and the teachers give 
me feedback… Some [teachers] were a bit nervous giving me 
feedback…[but] it’s working really well. So that’s sort of breaking down that 
barrier for me getting into a classroom.  

 
This process had allowed PG to get into the classroom and work with teachers to 

deliver the best possible learning opportunities for the students in their classroom.  

Resource allocation 

Target the resources 

PG introduced “…literacy and numeracy blocks in the morning” as this was 

considered the “…core learning time, from 9 til 11” and PG expected “bums on seats” 

during those sessions. Students were grouped according to their ability for these 

blocks of teaching, and “targeted support”, in the form of specialist teachers, teacher 

aide time and physical resources. 

Speech therapy time had been purchased to support students in the early years 

with oral language programmes, and to provide more intensive support to students 

who needed it. Teachers were also offered professional learning opportunities through 

input from the speech therapist into classroom programming.  

Resources were also allocated to provide “professional release” time for teachers 

to enable them to complete what was necessary to best support their students, and to 

participate in what PG called “purposeful PD [Professional Development]”, and this 

was reflected in school’s Annual Report which indicated 100% of school staff had 

completed some form of professional learning that year. The teacher responsible for 

the provision of teacher non-contact time had been directed to ensure they were 

providing “quality learning” in a specific learning area to ensure the school was 

“…giving [the] kids all the time” for this that was available. This practice also took some 

“…pressure off teachers” as classroom teaching time was being better utilised. 

All of the strategies described here were funded as part the school’s Investing for 

Success plan.



                                                                                                CHAPTER 4: Results 

  

 239 

4.7.4 Summary of findings  
Table 4.7: A summary of the findings from the data analysis from Case Study G. 

Focus area Findings 
Attitudes towards inclusive education • It’s the role of the state school 
Knowledge of inclusion • It’s a continuum  

• It’s about values 
• It’s the responsibility of everyone 

Knowledge of exclusion • It’s about behaviour 
Leadership practices  • Understand leadership 

- Align plans to the vision 
• Leadership structures 
- Establish effective working teams 
- Special educator as a leader 
- Stick to the vision 

• Authority patterns 
- Manage the school agenda 
- Be the example 

• Culture, values and ideology 
- Manage behaviour through PBL 
- Develop pride in the school 
- A rhetoric of inclusion 

• Structures, policies and procedures 
- Make the curriculum fit the students 

• Parents and community 
- Work with the local community 

• Professional learning 
- Engage in professional 

development 
• Resource allocation 
- Target the resources 
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Chapter 5: Discussion  
 
In this chapter, the results of the study are firstly discussed in relation to each of 

the guiding research questions: (i) What attitudes do primary school principals hold 

towards inclusive education?, (ii) How do primary school principals know the 

constructs of inclusion and exclusion?, and (iii) What practices do primary school 

principals adopt to enact inclusive education within their schools? This culminates in 

a response to the central research question: How do the attitudes towards and 

knowledges of inclusive education impact leadership practices adopted by primary 

school principals? Implications of the findings are then presented, as they relate to the 

theory, policy and practice. Ideas for further research and limitations of this study 

conclude this chapter. 

Findings are interpreted and evaluated within the context of the literature, using 

analytic generalisation (Yin, 2104) to build an understanding of the causal relationship 

between principal attitudes and knowledges of inclusive education, and their 

leadership practice. A thematic map is presented at the beginning of each section to 

visually represent the main themes as presented in Chapter 4, and these are 

examined under the three guiding research question headings. The thematic maps 

use the key as illustrated in Figure 5.1.  

 
Figure 5.1. Key for thematic maps used in Chapter 5 

 

Prior to the discussion it is worth restating the working definitions of inclusive education 

and exclusion adopted by this study and presented in Chapter 1. 
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Inclusive education 

…involves a process of systemic reform embodying changes and 
modifications in content, teaching methods, approaches, structures 
and strategies in education to overcome barriers with a vision 
serving to provide all students of the relevant age range with an 
equitable and participatory learning experience and environment 
that best corresponds to their requirements and preferences. 
(United Nations, 2016, para. 11) 
 

While this definition does not stipulate a specific location, it can be assumed, when 

taking the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations) 

definition of segregation (see below) into account, that inclusion happens within an 

environment in which students of all abilities and from all cultural groups, are educated. 

Segregation is not inclusion. Segregation is defined as: 

…when the education of students with disabilities is provided in separate 
environments designed or used to respond to particular or various 
impairments, in isolation from students without disabilities. (United Nations, 
2016, para. 11) 
 

Exclusion 

Exclusion, in the context of this study, is understood to mean anything that is not 

inclusive, as per the definition above. This notion stems from the work of Slee (2018b), 

who argues that any educational practices that are not inclusive should be viewed as 

exclusionary, however they are described and justified. Within this study integration, 

segregation, exclusion from any activities, tasks or from school, and disciplinary 

absences (suspensions and exclusions) are all considered forms of exclusion. 

Section 5.1 provides a brief overview of the conceptual framework used for this 

study and discusses its relevance in the analysis of the central research question. This 

is followed by a comprehensive interrogation of the attitudes that principals hold 

towards inclusive education (Section 5.2) and their knowledges of both inclusion and 

exclusion (Section 5.3). In Section 5.4 a detailed examination of the practices of 

principals is presented, followed by a response to the central research question 

(Section 5.5), based on the findings from the case studies. Following on from this, 

Section 5.6 presents a discussion on the implications of the findings for the theory, 

policy and practice of leadership for inclusive education. Areas for further research 

and the studies limitations conclude this chapter. 
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5.1 THE ECOLOGY OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION  
The Ecology of Inclusive Education (Anderson et al., 2014) was introduced as the 

conceptual framework for this study in Chapter 1, with its development described in 

Chapter 2. The adoption of this framework acknowledged the complex nature of 

education, as Ainscow et. al. (2012) articulate, schools are complicated, messy and 

changeable places. It is not a stretch to surmise then that the work principals 

undertake each and every day in their roles as leaders is complicated, messy and 

changeable, and has been recognised as a role that has become increasingly 

challenging (Riley, 2019). Add to the mix the wicked problem of inclusive education 

(Armstrong, 2017) and it is not surprising that leadership for inclusive education has 

been described as something for which there are ‘no easy answers’, no ‘recipes’ for 

success (MacRuiac, 2020). The Ecology of Inclusive Education, shown in Figure 5.1, 

enabled the researcher to explore the constructs of attitude, knowledge and leadership 

practice and the relationships between them, without restriction or constraint. The 

semi-structured in-depth interviews were devised in such a way as to allow principals 

to move their discussion fluidly between the factors sitting within and between the 

different systems, whilst remaining within the field of leadership for inclusive 

education. 
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Figure 5.2: The Ecology of Inclusive Education (Anderson, Boyle & Deppeler, 2014, p. 28). 
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A principal’s dominion is the exo-system; the system which sits directly around the 

classroom and other school environments, but within the confines of the school fence. 

The factors that sit here are broad and range from ‘big picture’ factors such as culture 

and ideology, to procedural factors such as timetabling, to human factors such as 

relationships and collaborations, to management factors such as balancing the 

budget. It would be ridiculous to argue that the job of a principal is straightforward, 

even if only considering the range of factors that sit within the exo-system. Yet it is not 

only this system principals have to contend with; factors that sit within each of the other 

systems influence the work principals do each day, and this needs to be understood.  

As Bronfenbrenner (1976) noted, there is a tendency when conducting research in 

education to focus only on factors that sit within one system rather than attempting to 

understand ‘more than one context simultaneously’ (p. 10).  

Perhaps the dearth of research into the relationships between different systems 

that influence and comprise inclusive education is one reason (of many) why 

legislation and policy have not been successful in changing school practice. This 

suggests a disconnect between what happens at the macro-, the exo- and the micro- 

systems, and is evident in the story of inclusive education in Queensland. The Quality 

School Inclusive Leaders programme (as outlined in Chapter 1) is a stark example. 

More than eight million dollars was spent to employ a team of academics and technical 

experts to develop a programme for school leaders. The programme did not reflect 

the context of schooling in Queensland, and leadership teams were taken out of their 

schools to undertake the mandatory programme. Little follow up was provided to 

participants once back in their schools, and systemic process, structures and 

resourcing did not change. Responsibility for change was placed solely on the school. 

This top down approach of beginning with the knowledge held at the macro-system, 

delivering it to those in the exo-system and expecting change at this and the micro-

system failed to recognise the relationships that occur between the factors within and 

between these systems. Not surprising, little improvement to inclusive practices was 

achieved. The Review of education for students with disability in Queensland state 

schools (Deloitte Access Economics, 2017), the latest to interrogate inclusive 

education (see Chapter 1 for an in-depth discussion about this review), is testament 

to this. Despite the reviews, the policies, and the tens of millions of dollars allocated 

to programmes designed to improve inclusive practices across the State, little 
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progress has been made since inclusive education was first endorsed as best practice 

by Queensland almost 20 years ago (Deloitte Access Economics, 2017). 

The task for policy makers is a difficult one. Decades of unsuccessful attempts 

to change practice through policy supports the long-held notion that to encapsulate 

inclusive education within policy is not enough and does not guarantee its effective 

implementation within schools (Peters et al., 2005). To improve practice in education, 

the natural environments in which it occurs must be recognised and appreciated 

(Loughran, 2010). The different systems, individual factors, and their relationships of 

influence with each other, need to be understood. It is with this understanding that the 

process of ‘constructing and strengthening interconnections between ecological 

systems’ could begin, one which Bronfenbrenner (1976) argues ‘offer[s] promise’ for 

policy makers. The use of the Ecology of Inclusive Education in this study provides an 

opportunity for discussion across all systems that impact the everyday work of school 

principals, helping in a small way to bridge the gap in understanding between what 

sits at the policy level, and the realities of leading for inclusive education. 

 

5.2 GUIDING QUESTION 1: WHAT ATTITUDES DO PRIMARY SCHOOL 

PRINCIPALS HOLD TOWARDS INCLUSIVE EDUCATION? 

 

5.2.1 Why attitudes matter 

Attitudes matter. They influence how something is conceptualised, prioritised,and 

enacted, often in an intuitive way. Relationships between attitudes and leadership 

practices are significant, and this is represented in Figure 5.2. 

 
Figure 5.3: Pyramid of Leadership Qualities (adapted) from the work of Precey and Mazurkiewicz 

(2013). 
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Research exploring the work of principals as leaders of inclusive education found 

‘attitude is the strongest predictor of intention’ (Yan & Sin, 2015, p.216), and a positive 

attitude has a substantial influence on the rate at which efforts to implement inclusive 

practices succeed (Holdman, 2015). Intent and action of principals have been cited as 

critical influencers of motivation for others within a school as they work to implement 

effective inclusive practices (Jordan & McGhie-Richmond, 2014). Yet according to 

Holdman (2015), only about one in five principals has a positive attitude towards the 

construct, with the other four being ‘either negative or confused’ about their role as 

leaders of inclusive education (p. 51). As Romanuck Murphy (2018) stipulates, this 

suggests ‘there is still a great deal of confusion and mixed perceptions toward inclusive 

education from the perspective of educational leaders’ (p. 251). This sub-section 

explores the attitudes towards inclusive education of the case study principals.  

5.2.2 Case study principals’ attitudes towards inclusive education  

Thematic map 

Figure 5.3 provides a visual representation of the first level themes related to attitudes, 

as extrapolated from the data. A discussion about these themes, within the context of 

the relevant literature, follows below. 

 
Figure 5.4: Attitudes towards inclusive education - first level themes. 

 

Attitudes 

Most studies that have interrogated the attitudes of principals towards inclusive 

education have published similar findings, which show while principals generally hold 

positive perspectives of the construct, they perceive challenges towards its provision 

(Romanuck Murphy, 2018). The same was the case for the principals interviewed in 

this study. 

The majority of principals considered inclusive education part of the work of the 

state school, a belief that is widely held. Government funded schools, or state schools, 

are repeatedly positioned as being responsible for reducing inequality (Boyle et al. in 
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press), with the premise that schools are ‘agents of change that provide a means of 

social and economic mobility for poor and minoritized populations’ regularly espoused 

(McMahon, 2013, p. 18). State schools are regarded as educational institutions for 

everyone, places that accept all, regardless of circumstance, and inequity in 

educational outcomes between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’ can be reduced 

(Anderson & Boyle, 2020b). This sentiment is reflected in both Australian government 

rhetoric (see Education Council, 2019 for the latest Australian education declaration), 

and Education Queensland policy (Department of Education, 2019a, for their latest 

Strategic Plan), and is also present in the media discourse (e.g., Gerrard, 2017). The 

popularity of this idea may explain, in some part, the attitude expressed by principals, 

however there was evidence to suggest that for some principals, personal life 

experiences were also an influence. 

While principals considered inclusive education part of the work of the state school, 

six of the seven principals viewed it to be the job of staff in special education positions, 

despite acknowledging that accountability for inclusive education sat with them. This 

attitude is unsurprising given Artiles and Kozleski’s (2016) assertion that the 

constructs of disability and inclusive education are often entangled in political 

discourse, and as a consequence, the term special education is often ‘misrepresented’ 

as inclusive education (D’Alessio et al., 2018). Education Queensland has 

perpetuated this notion in a number of ways which include the naming of the 

department responsible for inclusive education reform as the Disability and Inclusion 

Branch, the 2016 inclusive education showcase gong being awarded to a special 

school, and despite a recommendation from the Deloitte Access Economics review 

(2017) for special education positions to be rebranded, they remain.  

 The discussion to this point generally expresses an acceptance of inclusive 

education by the principals, as part of the everyday work within their schools. This 

sentiment was echoed within each school’s documentation, where inclusive 

environments accepting of diversity were described. The additional attitudes 

expressed by principals were not so positive and highlight the challenges they 

perceive with the implementation of inclusive practices. Principals described the 

construct itself as being problematic. It was considered unattainable, something that 

was possible in theory, but not in practice. Mac Ruairc (2020) identifies this as a 

common belief and describes sentiments like ‘it’s all too idealistic’ or ‘that's all very 
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well in theory but that won’t work in my school’ (p.59) as typical of many school leaders. 

Hence, it was perhaps not surprising to uncover a scepticism from principals about 

inclusive education as something that could happen for all students, all the time. A 

stipulation was placed on inclusive education by one principal, who stated it needed 

to be ‘reasonable’ and it was at the discretion of the school to determine what was 

reasonable and what was not. A similar finding was presented in a paper by Carter 

and Abawi (2018), except here it was described by the principal as ‘purposeful 

inclusion’. The conviction that there will always be students who need segregated and 

specialised modes of education is argued by some researchers, policy makers and 

special educators (see Kauffman et al., 2020), yet this idea is in direct contradiction 

with the very premise of inclusive education; as Slee (2018b) ascertains, exclusion, 

for any reason, is not inclusion. Cologon (2019) concurs and argues ‘there is no ‘type’ 

of student ‘eligible’ (nor ‘ineligible’) for inclusion’, as ‘inclusion is about…all’ (p. 3). 

Teacher efficacy was described by a number of principals as a challenge to 

inclusive education, not because teachers do not have the skillset to teach diverse 

groups of students (though it was described that for some teachers this was the case), 

but because it was not possible to have the skillset required to teach all students. 

Imray and Colley (2017) agree and believe there are few, if any, teachers who have 

the capacity to teach what they describe as ‘extremely heterogeneous groups of 

students’ (p. 6). As a consequence, teacher stress was identified as a factor for 

principals, an issue that has been discussed extensively in the literature. While it is 

widely accepted that stress is a predicator of teacher attrition (Harris et al., 2018), the 

link between inclusive education and teacher stress is not as clear. Despite some 

literature that describes a causational relationship between the perceived increased 

expectations on teachers as a result of inclusive education, and their stress levels 

(Galaterou & Antoniou, 2017), a recent study examining teacher stress in Germany 

found the more effective the inclusive practices were, the lower the levels of teacher 

stress (Weiss et al., 2019). This exposes a possible enigma: negative attitudes may 

predicate less effective inclusive practices, which may lead to increased levels of 

teacher stress, which may impact attitudes even further. Another point needs to be 

made here. In much of the literature on inclusive education, low teacher efficacy is 

attributed to insufficient pre-service training (Miesera et al., 2019; Paris et al., 2018), 

and this was espoused by one principal as an issue when employing graduate 
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teachers. While this is something that needs further attention, it is interesting to note 

that a consistent body of research has shown graduate and early career teachers hold 

the most positive attitudes towards inclusive education, with a noticeable decline in 

attitude as experience grows (Varcoe & Boyle, 2014). This point, as it pertains to the 

principals, will be revisited at the end of this section. 

Students described as ‘challenging’ and parents considered ‘unsupportive’ were 

identified by the majority of principals as barriers to inclusive education, and negative 

attitudes were consistently expressed towards these two groups of people. Principals 

frequently justified the withdrawal of students in segregated settings by attributing 

blame to them or to their parents. Challenging student behaviour, according to 

principals, was a result of an individual’s inability to cope in a particular situation 

(usually the classroom) and as a consequence, they were removed from it. Little 

regard was given to the context, and blame was assigned to the student. This attitude 

is not uncommon, as Lanas and Brunila (2019) explain: ‘Within schools, disturbing 

behaviour is usually envisaged as an expression of an individual deficit that lies ‘in’ 

the person, their mindset, or their home – not in school’ (p. 690). Rather than an 

interrogation of an action plan to change environmental and pedagogical practices, 

the principals in this study sought to change the student, a practice described by 

Cologan (2019) as common. Parental support was required to do this, and principals 

described a frustration at those they perceived to be ‘lazy’ parents, or parents who 

were ‘in denial’, and therefore not willing or able to follow up with what the school 

wanted them to do. In all cases this involved the pursuit of a diagnosis, which Lanas 

and Brunila (2019) describe as an ‘explanatory diagnosis’ (p. 686), one that accounts 

for the failure of the student at school.  

Medication was also sought by principals for specific students, another practice 

commonly employed across many countries to help students ‘focus during school 

days’ (Lanas & Brunila, 2019, p. 688). If parental support was not forthcoming, 

principals described taking matters into their own hands by booking and paying for 

appointments, and in some cases transporting students to these consultations. 

Graham and Spandagou (2011) identified similar practices in a study conducted with 

primary school principals across New South Wales, when parents did not cooperate 

with a principal’s desire for a specific diagnosis. The researchers noted a conflict 

between a diagnosis that was sought to benefit the student and their family, and one 
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that was sought as a way to acquire additional funding for the school, and that same 

conflict can be found in this study. Yet this is the way systems such as Education 

Queensland fund students with additional needs - no diagnosis, no funding. So 

perhaps, given the limited resources and pressure on schools to perform, this 

seemingly insatiable desire by some principals to attach a diagnosis to a student so 

they receive additional funding should not be considered surprising. However, the 

issues this raises cannot go without comment here. Labelling can have a negative 

impact on students for a myriad of reasons (see Lauchlan & Boyle, 2020, for a 

discussion on this), and there are concerns about use of medication in school aged 

children (Wallach-Kildemoes et al., 2015). A system that, through their provision of 

funding, encourages principals to engage in practices such as those described above, 

needs to assess its processes, as do the principals involved. These practices present 

a significant risk to the students involved.   

Principals also described systemic barriers to inclusive education. High-stakes 

testing, standardisation, measurement, and increased levels of accountability each 

contributed to an unease about how to align these agendas with inclusive education. 

This is an issue that has been recognised in a growing body of work that exposes the 

consequences of marketising education on those who are most at risk (Anderson & 

Boyle, 2020b). In addition, the work of principals in Australia is under constant public 

scrutiny as data sets such as results of high-stakes tests, attendance rates, financial 

status, and school socio-economic profiles, are available through the My School 

website. Comparisons can be made between any and every school across the country, 

with just a click of a button. Opponents of this type of ‘audit and surveillance 

mechanism’, as coined by Connell (2013), argue it hinders the ‘social good’ of 

education (Hardy & Boyle, 2011) and places undue pressure on principals (Ragusa & 

Bousfield, 2017). A lack of resources was pinpointed as another systemic barrier to 

inclusive education by principals. This is identified by Boyle et al. (2013) as a 

significant issue that directly correlates with attitudes towards the construct; the 

greater the resources given to inclusive education, the more positive the attitude of 

educators. Systemic barriers, as identified here, negatively influenced principals’ 

attitudes towards inclusive education. Yet reform at this level was heralded as part of 

the inclusive education agenda in the Salamanca Statement more than quarter of a 

century ago and has featured in subsequent documents such as the Convention on 
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the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, both of which Australia and Queensland have 

ratified. Despite this, significant systemic reform remains elusive, and responsibility for 

inclusive education remains with the school, and therefore the principal (Anderson & 

Boyle, 2019).  

A study by Billingsley et al. (2018) looked at leadership in the United States of 

America and found that while many principals strove to create inclusive schools, 

‘…they often confront difficult barriers that interfere with reform’ (p. 69). This 

demonstrates what has been expressed in this sub-section is not confined to the case 

study principals and presents a serious concern. Principals place value in the construct 

of inclusive education as an element of social justice, yet describe barriers that 

obstruct their work. Further exploration is necessary to better understand what may 

be occurring here. 

5.2.3 Attitudes and the Ecology of Inclusive Education 
Some interesting points come from the discussion above, when considered from 

the perspective of the Ecology of Inclusive Education. Responsibility for the 

implementation of inclusive education sits with schools, and the factors within the exo-

system. Yet attitudes held towards the construct by the principals in this study indicate 

they were influenced by factors that sit within each of the systems, and perhaps the 

chrono-system (the movement of time), given the findings of Varcoe and Boyle (2104) 

noted earlier. Systemic policies and expectations, the socio-political climate, student, 

parent and teacher factors, all influenced principals’ attitudes towards inclusive 

education. Each of these has something in common: they were explained in terms that 

placed them outside the principal’s internal locus of control. In other words, the 

attitudes expressed towards inclusive education were predicated on external factors 

over which principals described as having little, if any, control. Andrisani and Nestel 

(1976) explain: 

In the framework of Rotter's (1966) social learning theory, internal-external 
locus of control refers to the degree to which an individual perceives 
success and failure as being contingent upon personal initiative. At one end 
of the internal-external continuum are the highly internal, that is, those who 
perceive effort to be largely instrumental in attaining success. At the 
opposite end of the spectrum are the highly external, that is, those who 
ascribe little or no value to initiative, since in the extreme case, success and 
failure are viewed as completely unrelated to ability and effort. (p. 156) 
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Principals placed the factors they ascribed as significant contributors to their 

attitudes towards inclusive education at the highly external end of the continuum. This 

allowed any failures in practice to be attributed to external factors, rather than to them 

as leaders. Given the wickedness of inclusive education perhaps there is some validity 

in this, but it does present a dilemma for the construct and those advocating for it; 

where can accountability for the implementation of truly inclusive practices be fairly 

placed? 

5.2.4 The impact of negative attitudes  

While the principals expressed a generally positive attitude towards the notion of 

inclusive education, they were not so positive about the feasibility of it. The attitudes 

described by principals imply a level of scepticism about the capacity of schools, any 

schools, to provide an education that is inclusive for all students within the current 

educational zeitgeist. The notion of scepticism is an interesting one. Klein (2015) 

explains that “ordinary incredulity” occurs when something “fails” to align with one’s 

“general picture of the world”, which they consider to be “right” (p.1-2). The scepticism 

described by principals above suggests the idea of educating all students together, 

inclusively, may be something that sits outside their “general picture” of education as 

it exists within the current system. This is problematic, as Romanuck Murphy (2018) 

stipulates, ‘If educational leaders do not hold positive perceptions toward inclusive 

education, then their schools cannot flourish and serve all students equally, which is 

required’ (p.251). In agreement with this proposition are Madus and Shaw (2006), who 

found that principals with more negative attitudes towards the construct were more 

likely to engage exclusionary practices within their schools. If this is the case, it would 

suggest the scepticism revealed by principals may have significant implications for 

both how principals understand inclusive education, and the way they select and 

implement practices within their schools.   
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5.3 GUIDING QUESTION 2: HOW DO PRIMARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS ‘KNOW’ 

THE CONSTRUCTS OF INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION? 

 

5.3.1 The importance of knowing 

Webb (2017) contends that ‘knowledge is a slippery concept’ (para 4) and explains, 

in simple terms, why: 

To know something you must first believe it, but that's not enough: to make 
factual knowledge, that belief must also be true. "True belief" is insufficient, 
though. A belief can be true just by chance, or we can arrive at a right 
answer via a wrong route. So epistemologists have traditionally added 
another condition for a true belief to count as knowledge: it must also be 
justified in some way. (para. 7) 

 
Two points arise here that are pertinent to this discussion. The first, as Webb 

(2017) identifies, is the requirement that ‘knowledge requires belief’ (Steup & Neta, 

2020, para. 26). As described previously, attitudes towards the construct of inclusive 

education held by the case study principals were predominantly negative. While value 

was given to the intent of inclusive education, there was a consistent perception that 

the notion of education without segregation, within the current socio-political zeitgeist, 

was not achievable or even desirable. This attitudinal (or belief) system about the 

validity and viability of inclusive education must therefore influence the way principals 

know the constructs of inclusion and exclusion. The second point pertains to the notion 

of true or truth. Inclusive education is a complex and ill-defined construct, and as a 

result, knowledge of it may be described as ‘contested’ (Roos, 2017), as briefly 

discussed in Chapter 1. Without a single or absolute point of truth, even without the 

varying attitude or belief systems, an expectation that principals will know inclusive 

education in the same way is not feasible, and this itself is problematic for the 

construct. This will be explored in more detail later on. Despite the issues associated 

with knowing inclusive education, knowledge directly influences behaviour (Schrader 

& Lawless, 2004) and therefore an examination into principals’ knowledges of the 

construct is essential in an interrogation of their capacity to lead it. Below is an 

exploration of how the case study principals know inclusive education. 
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5.3.2 Case study principals’ knowledge of inclusion  

Thematic map 

Figure 5.4 provides a visual representation of the first level themes related to 

knowledge of inclusion, as extrapolated from the data. A discussion about these 

themes, within the context of the relevant literature, follows below. 

 
Figure 5.5: Knowledge of inclusion - first level themes. 

 

Knowing inclusive education 

Much of the research into principals as leaders for inclusive education presents a 

consistent finding: principals report a lack of knowledge about the construct 

(Romanuck Murphy, 2018; Williams, 2015; Ball & Green, 2014). This is not the case 

here. Not one of the case study principals indicated, at the time of the interviews, they 

had an inadequate knowledge of what inclusive education is. In fact, a number of 

principals confidently critiqued the notion of inclusive education that had been 

presented to them at the mandated Quality Schools, Inclusive Leaders professional 

learning programme they had undertaken in the two years prior to the interviews. 

There are a number of reasons for why this may have transpired, and these will be 

explored later in this chapter. What is important to note here is that principals 

considered their knowledge of inclusive education to be legitimate, so much so they 

were comfortable to challenge the work of an experienced educator within the field.  

Principals each described inclusive education as a continuum, with ‘full inclusion’ 

at one end, and full-time placement in a segregated setting (such as a special school) 

at the other. In between, principals outlined various options that included placement 

into a special education class within the mainstream school, dual placement in both 

mainstream and special education classes, and managed attendance in a mainstream 

class, all of which are options afforded by Education Queensland. These options were 
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outlined in the many of the school documents, with provisions for these articulated as 

being based on student disability. This conceptualisation of inclusive education has 

been described in the literature as common (Rix et al., 2015), and provides justification 

for the segregation of students with more complex needs by advocates of special 

education (Avissar, 2018), under the guise of inclusive practice (De Bruin, 2020). Each 

principal outlined a need for special schools, particularly for students with behaviour/s 

they deemed to be challenging. All bar one principal also described as necessary, 

options to remove or withdraw students from mainstream classes, and again, this was 

associated with behaviour. As has been identified in the literature (see Slee, 2018b; 

Woodcock & Hardy, 2017), these practices were discussed under the pretense of 

‘inclusion’, as students were being placed into environments that would ‘best meet 

their needs’. Knowing inclusive education in this way presents a paradox. The premise 

of the construct is flexibility, where educational provisions respond to the needs of the 

student, whatever those needs might be. Juxtaposed to this is what the principals 

described, where students were moved around until a suitable educational provision 

was found. This practice was justified by the principals on the grounds of ‘difference’.  

This is not inclusive education. Graham and Spandagou (2011) argue that ‘inclusion’ 

and ‘integration’ now mean the same thing’ (p. 233), with any understanding of the 

‘originating philosophies’ of inclusive education, gone.  

A concept consistently linked to inclusive education by the case study principals 

was ‘difference’, and much of the school documentation mirrored this notion. ‘Diversity’ 

was attached to students with a disability, those from Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander backgrounds, and those from English as an additional language or dialect 

backgrounds. This, along with the principals’ rhetoric, positioned groups of students 

as ‘other’ or ‘different’ to the ‘norm’ or ‘normal students’ within the school. Principals 

viewed their job as leading the provision of resources and supports to assist the 

‘different’ student to move closer to the ‘norm’, and if successful, they had successfully 

enacted inclusive education. The amount of support needed to do this is determined 

by how far from the ‘norm’ a student was deemed to be. If the distance was deemed 

too far, alternative modes of educational delivery were sought. Principals articulated 

the standards that dictated the ‘norm’ as being the desired outcome for all students. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, this is problematic. Standards are set by those with the 

power to do so (Frank, 2016), which brings into question patterns of prestige and 
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privilege (Artiles et al., 2006). Standards are created to privilege a particular way of 

being that students who are ‘other’ may not identify with, placing them at increased 

risk of failure and/or exclusion (Artiles & Kozleski, 2007). Mac Ruiarc (2020) describes 

the power of this as ‘significant’. Schools work hard to identify the ‘deficits embedded’ 

in students who they deem as different, when measured ‘against the prevailing norms’ 

of the school (p. 63 & 64), ensuring any identified gap rests within the student, rather 

than being viewed as constructed by the structures at play within the school.  

Placing difference within the students was precisely the way of working that the 

case study principals described. Students who complied with the standards or ‘norm’ 

of the school were readily accepted into mainstream classrooms, regardless of ability. 

Those who found the task more challenging, for whatever reason, were not, and it was 

these students who were ‘othered’ by the principals. Perhaps this can be explained in 

part by the way Education Queensland resources schools to support students. Any 

request for support, whether related to disability, behaviour, or any other issue, must 

be supported by documentation to identify the distance between a student’s level of 

functioning and the standards at the centre. Mac Ruairc (2020) challenges this 

perception of inclusive education as being a construct to bring all students, regardless 

of background, into a standardised ‘centre’, and argues for a change in the way 

difference is understood and managed by principals. Yet he acknowledges the task is 

a difficult one within the current educational paradigm, ‘where demands are placed on 

schools to perform in particular ways and to deliver and make visible outcomes derived 

from predetermined norms and expectations’ (p. 66). Again, the influence of the 

system is paramount in the way principals know inclusive education. 

Inclusive education was understood by principals as a responsibility of the entire 

school community, a notion stipulated within Education Queensland’s inclusive 

education policy (Department of Education, 2020b) and repeated within the school 

documentation. This is in juxtaposition to the attitude held by many principals that it 

was the job of special education staff to drive, develop and implement inclusive 

practices. Perhaps this anomaly can be explained by the contradictions present within 

systemic policy. While there seems to be on overarching consensus that ultimate 

responsibility and accountably for inclusive education within schools sits with 

principals, the department continues to employ staff in special education positions and 

places much of the work with diverse students at their feet (Department of Education, 
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2019b), despite this practice being mooted as a possible barrier to inclusive education 

in the Deloitte Access Economics review (2017).    

Despite their focus on difference, principals described a set of values they 

considered pertained to inclusive education, and many of these appeared within the 

various documents analysed for this study. Values that align with principles of social 

justice are commonly associated with the construct, and Booth (2005) considers these 

values of such significance that he defines the process of inclusive education as ‘the 

task of putting particular values into action’ (p. 153). An array of values was attached 

to the understanding of inclusive education by the case study principals, and these 

were also scattered throughout each of the documents analysed in this study. Terms 

such as tolerance, acceptance, care, access, safety and value appeared frequently in 

the data sets, and present as common values understood by educators across many 

nations as pertaining to inclusive education (Garcia, 2016; Lyons et al., 2016). 

Tolerance and acceptance are worth some discussion here. The term tolerate comes 

from the Latin tolerare, which means to ‘put up with, countenance or suffer’, and 

implies a ‘conditional acceptance’ of something ‘one considers wrong, but still 

‘tolerable’ (Forst, 2017, para. 1). Acceptance implies a willingness to accept into one’s 

sphere of being something that is different, challenging or ‘other’. Both of these values 

relate back to the principals’ notion of difference, where inclusive education is 

understood as a process of bringing those who are ‘other’ into a set of predetermined 

norms or standards. The other values described align more closely to those described 

by Booth (2005) as being necessary underpinnings to any authentic attempts at 

inclusive practice. There is a risk however, that principals’ conviction towards the 

values of tolerance and acceptance may steer their work as leaders for inclusive 

education away from ‘developing education settings’ that ‘are responsive to diversity 

in a way that values all students…equally’ (Booth, 2005, p. 152), to something less so.   

5.3.3 Case study principals’ knowledge of exclusion 

Thematic map 

Figure 5.5 provides a visual representation of the first level theme related to knowledge 

of exclusion, as extrapolated from the data. A discussion about this theme, within the 

context of the relevant literature, follows below. 
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Figure 5.6: Knowledge of exclusion - first level themes 

 

Each principal described exclusion as a consequence of behaviour, and it is this 

definition that was present within the school’s documentation. Examples of 

suspensions and expulsions were afforded without provocation, and justification for 

these actions was attributed to episodes of serious, often unsafe, misbehaviour. Only 

one principal placed a caveat on this notion, explaining that the term ‘exclusion’, when 

used in the context of students with a disability, may also apply to situations where 

needs were not being met and students could not access something their peers could. 

The generally narrow understanding of ‘exclusion’ presented here may be a result of 

the broad understanding of inclusion, outlined above. Perceiving inclusive education 

as a continuum places practices that some would consider exclusionary, such as the 

segregation of students in a special education class or school, as inclusive. Therefore, 

the number of practices that could be considered exclusive are greatly diminished. 

The case study principals’ knowledge of exclusion complies with the Education 

Queensland definition of the term, where it is defined in the Inclusive Education policy 

as occurring only when ‘students are unable to access any form of education’ 

(Department of Education, 2020b, p.1). Instead, this document presents the terms 

‘segregation’ and ‘integration’ as sitting between exclusion and inclusion. While it does 

identify these practices as not being inclusive, it refrains from acknowledging them as 

exclusionary, an omission that has perhaps created ambiguity. If exclusionary 

practices are not labelled, it is easy just to accept them as part of what happens under 

the guise inclusive education (Slee, 2018b).  

Any challenge to the enactment of practices that are exclusionary necessitates a 

knowledge about what constitutes exclusion. Restricting its meaning to just behaviour 
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significantly reduces the likelihood that other exclusionary practices will be 

acknowledged and therefore questioned. As Cardno et al. (2018) attest, only once ‘an 

understanding of how injustice arises’ has been reached, can exclusionary practices 

‘be countered’ (p. 115). 

5.3.4 Influences on knowledge 

It is evident that systemic policies and practices have had a significant influence 

on the way principals know the constructs of inclusion and exclusion. Facets of other 

factors within the macro-system, particularly the socio-political (and perhaps historical) 

construction of ‘difference’ are also evident. Principals considered students as 

different when they did not conform to what was considered the ‘norm’. Two principals 

commented on the role of white privilege in the construction of this notion of difference, 

however this premise was not challenged. Cologon (2019) describes the influence of 

society’s constructions of difference as ‘invisible but heavily present’ (p. 18) in the work 

of educators, including principals, and this is a challenge for inclusive education that 

needs to be exposed.  

The influence of the factors described above in the principals’ knowledge of 

inclusive education cannot be downplayed. Perhaps the conviction of these influences 

underlies the confidence the case study principals expressed in denoting the portrayal 

of inclusive education that was presented to them in the Quality Schools, Inclusive 

Leaders professional learning programme. Rather than adhering to the work of many 

scholars in the field (which would have required a change in attitude, knowledge and 

behaviour), principals turned to the system and socio-political context to both construct 

and justify their knowledge of inclusive education. Graham and Spandagou (2011) are 

critical of systems that accept this approach to understanding inclusive education and 

argue that ‘inclusion is a policy issue that should not be open to interpretation or 

subject to the will or tenacity of individual principals’ (p. 233 & 234). This is particularly 

important given the relationship between knowing that and knowing how. 

5.3.5 ‘Knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’ 

Contention exists in the philosophical literature about the distinction and 

relationship between knowing something and knowing how to do something, yet what 

is understood is that the knowledge one holds about something, will influence how that 

something is practised (Steup & Neta, 2020). In this context, the way principals know 
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the constructs of inclusion and exclusion must influence both the leadership practices 

they employ and the way these are enacted. Leadership practices for inclusive 

education, as described by the case study principals, are now examined.  

 

5.4 GUIDING QUESTION 3: WHAT PRACTICES DO PRIMARY SCHOOL 

PRINCIPALS DESCRIBE THAT INFLUENCE INCLUSIVE EDUCATION? 

 

5.4.1 Understanding leadership practice for inclusive education 

Black and Simon (2014) describe inclusive practices as being those that ensure 

‘all students enjoy unfettered representation, opportunity, access, participation, and 

success in culturally responsive educational programmes in a unified system of 

delivery of supports’ (p.156). Principals are the key player in this (Billingsley et al., 

2018), and there is an expectation on them to ensure the development of policies, 

process and structures that facilitate and promote inclusive education across their 

schools (Cardno et al., 2017). As a consequence, the leadership practices they employ 

matter. Yet there is no, and cannot be, a ‘one size fits all’ approach to leadership for 

inclusive education (Ainscow, 2020).  

A number of studies have identified various leadership practices that can assist to 

advance the agenda of a school that is seeking to be more inclusive, and many of 

these are described further on. Nevertheless, two factors appear in the inclusive 

education literature as having a significant impact on leadership practices: the 

principal and their attitudes towards and knowledge of inclusive education, and the 

school and wider contexts in which they operate. Mac Ruairc (2020) puts it like this: 

‘Many practices are context specific and are often diverse and nuanced, filtered by 

individual leaders with different constraints and opportunities for action’ (p. 66). As a 

consequence, it can be assumed that individual principals, with different cultural 

experiences, attitudes and types of knowledge, working within distinctive contexts, will 

have divergent ways of understanding and enacting leadership practices within their 

schools (Abawi et al., 2018; Jenlink, 2006). For that reason, when discussing 

leadership practices described by the case study school principals, it is important to 

acknowledge the complex contexts in which they were operating at the time of the 

interviews. While this is adhered to throughout the discussion below, one point needs 

to be explored before moving on. 
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Each of the seven case study principals talked about their struggle to manage what 

they described as the excessive workload placed onto them by the system. It was 

presented as a challenge, and in some cases a hindrance, to the work they were 

attempting to do within their schools. By virtue of this, Spillane et al. (2002) regard 

principals as ‘midlevel managers’, who must negate the space between systematic 

mandates and pressures, and the needs of the students within their schools. Increased 

standardisation and accountability have presented an additional layer of complexity to 

this work (Koyama, 2014), in particular because of the hyper visibility of school 

performance in Australia (Niesche, 2015). Inclusive education is situated as only one 

reform agenda of many within Education Queensland, and one that is not measured 

through high-stakes data sets, as are other agendas. Principals described the way 

agendas were managed within the organisation as being like ‘silos’, where different 

groups of people were situated in different spaces and responsible for only what 

existed within their ‘silo’. Each considered their work to be the highest priority, without 

regard for what was happening elsewhere. Inclusive education was one ‘silo’. 

Whitenack et al. (2019) explore the notion of ‘silos’ in education and identify it as 

problematic, as it fails to recognise and build on other work, to the detriment of 

students in schools. Despite this, the case study principals did outline practices they 

utilised to work towards the visions of inclusive education within their schools.  

5.4.2 Case study principals’ leadership practice 

The discussion of leadership practices described by the case study principals has 

been separated into three sections: 

1. Practices that promote inclusion  

2. Practices that promote exclusion 

3. Practices that cross the inclusion/exclusion divide 

The purpose of this is to present, in clearly bounded segments, a discussion that can 

interrogate the practices in detail alongside the literature pertaining to inclusive and 

exclusive leadership practices. A thematic map of the practices that sit under each of 

these sub-headings is presented, to provide a visual representation of what will be 

discussed. It should be noted that the wording for some of the first level themes has 

been slightly altered to bring a number of these themes together (where appropriate), 

and if all second level themes sit comfortably within the sub-section, then only the first 

level theme is noted. This has been done for clarity.
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5.4.2.1 Practices that promote inclusion 

Thematic map 

Figure 5.6 provides a visual representation of the first and second level themes related to practices that promoted inclusion, as 

extrapolated from the data. A discussion about these themes, within the context of the relevant literature, follows below. 

 
Figure 5.7: Inclusive leadership practices 
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Inclusive practices 

Any school-wide cultural change is complex and necessitates an understanding of 

how leadership works (Kellar & Slayton, 2016), particularly when the cultural change 

pertains to a complex construct such as inclusive education (Al-Mahdy & Emam, 

2018). Cardno et al. (2017) argue principals can be persuasive leaders for inclusive 

education by placing themselves as firm advocates of the construct. This requires a 

commitment by principals to the philosophical underpinnings of equity and social 

justice (Walker, 2005), where dialogue about inclusiveness becomes part of theirs, 

and the schools, everyday practice (Cardno et al., 2017). This type of overarching 

influential leadership was not evident from the case study principals, with only a 

quarter (approximately) of all practices described advancing the inclusive education 

agenda within their schools (the reasons for and ramifications of this will be explored 

later on). The small number of inclusive practices was somewhat surprising, given the 

majority of case study principals acknowledged they had not yet, at the time of the 

interviews, realised their visions for inclusive education within their schools, and each 

expressed a genuine desire to do so. Still, a number of leadership practices were 

adopted and implemented by the principals to support the inclusion agenda. 

A number of principals talked about practices that reflected a knowledge of how to 

tackle a challenging reform agenda. They spent time to understand their school 

community, through watching and listening, which also allowed the school community 

to get to know them as leaders. This deliberate process provided the space to develop 

a comprehensive illustration of the schools starting point and readiness for change in 

their inclusive (or not so), practices. Kellar and Slayton (2016) applaud this type of 

approach, where leaders seek a comprehensive understanding of their context before 

attempting to change it. Another practice lauded by these authors is that of distributed 

leadership. While many aspects of this style of leadership were not described by the 

principals, one practice was: using teachers as leaders. Lyons et al. (2016) found that 

starting with teachers ‘who advocated for an inclusive approach’ precipitated the 

development of successful ‘instructional practices’ within their classrooms, which were 

then ‘shared…with their colleagues’ (p. 897). This was the precise reason principals 

gave for adopting and enacting this practice. 

Practices that impacted on school culture and ideology were identified by a small 

number of principals. The significance of these practices rests in the lack of their 
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uptake, which was in contrast to the documentation where every school identified their 

school culture as either inclusive or welcoming of diversity. Student voice was 

described by only one principal yet is present in a growing body of research about its 

importance in inclusive school practice. Sargeant (2018) argues that principals who 

incite and value student voice, extend ‘a model of inclusivity to all of the imperatives 

of childhood’ (p.322). Another practice adopted by only one principal that has been 

interrogated in the literature is that of understanding functions of behaviour, and given 

behaviour was noted as a significant barrier to inclusive education by the majority of 

principals, this is a concern.  Yet Lanas and Brunila (2019) caution that knowing and 

accepting the function of student behaviour is not enough, adding that the power 

relations which exist between students and school wide structures (including 

teachers), must be interrogated, if challenging behaviour is to be truly understood. 

One principal also described challenging the system and implementing a curriculum 

within their school that met the needs of the students. In a state that is mandated to 

deliver a nationally standardised curriculum, this could be viewed as a provocative 

practice, despite a flexible curriculum being lauded in the literature as a necessity for 

inclusive education (Abawi et al., 2018; Lyons et al., 2016). It was the same principal 

who was the solitary user of consistently inclusive language, despite language being 

an influential determinant of school culture. 

Inclusive practices related to the classroom were also noted by principals. There 

was a general consensus amongst them that inclusive education increased the 

workload of teachers. Galaterou & Antoniou (2017) found this added pressure 

increased teacher stress and reduced attitudes towards inclusive education. Principals 

described using a number of practices to support their teachers, including the provision 

of additional school funded time for planning and collaboration (as advocated by 

Romanuck Murphy, 2018), and access to relevant professional learning opportunities 

(as recommended by Cardno et al., 2017; and Black & Simon, 2014). Principals also 

acknowledged the importance of knowing and engaging with the wider school 

community, including families, community organisations and support services, a 

leadership practice espoused by Ainscow (2020) as having the capacity to promote 

and support inclusive education, and noted as valuable within the documentary 

evidence. 
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Each of the case study principals used at least one practice sitting under the sub-

heading of inclusive practices. While certainly not the finding that advocates of 

inclusive education would wish for, it does signify the principals had some 

understanding of leadership practices that promote and support inclusive education 

and were prepared to make the effort to implement them.  
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5.4.2.2 Practices that promote exclusion 

Thematic map 

Figure 5.7 provides a visual representation of the first and second level themes related to practices that promoted exclusion, as 

extrapolated from the data. A discussion about these themes, within the context of the relevant literature, follows below. 

 

 
 Figure 5.8: Exclusive leadership practices 
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Exclusive practices 

Research has shown that exclusive practices are frequently cited by school leaders 

as being inclusive (Graham, 2020; Slee, 2018b), and this was reflected in the words 

of the case study principals. Exclusion can occur at two levels. Macro-exclusion is 

obvious and involves segregation of students to different programmes and/or locations 

within a school, or to a different school altogether, from their ‘average’ peers. Micro-

exclusion is less palpable, and occurs within a mainstream classroom when a student 

(or group of students) ‘is separated from the group and the curriculum, often through 

the provision of ‘inclusion support’ that (usually unintentionally) isolates the student 

educationally, socially and even physically’ (Cologon, 2019, p. 27). Cologon (2019) 

describes this form of exclusion, in its inconspicuousness, as a significant obstacle to 

inclusive education. Both macro- and micro-exclusionary practices were noted by the 

principals, which is perhaps not surprising given Cologon (2019) described them as 

‘rampant across and beyond Australia’ (p. 27). 

Principals talked about implementing micro-exclusionary practices, all under the 

guise of inclusion. Support teachers and teacher aides were used to withdraw students 

from classrooms for intensive teaching support in literacy and numeracy, teacher 

aides were used in classrooms to work one on one with particular students, and 

students were given ‘alternative’ programmes if what was happening at the time was 

deemed inappropriate for them. These types of practices, while often considered 

supportive by principals, can isolate ‘the student [or students] educationally, socially 

and even physically’, and are not inclusive (Cologon, 2019, p. 27). Interestingly, the 

use of withdrawal groups was promoted as a positive support for students in much of 

the schools’ documentation. Another practice that presented as a form of micro-

exclusion was the rhetoric attached to inclusive education used by all bar one of the 

principals. The language used situated students for whom inclusive practices were 

needed (an exclusive notion in itself), as ‘different’ or ‘other’. The terms ‘norm’ and 

‘normal’ were used to describe students who met the school standard, or as Mac 

Ruairc (2020) describes it, ‘the most desirable type of student’ (p.63). Graham and 

Spandagou (2011) identified this notion in their study into primary school principals, 

where a persistent belief that ‘the “average” primary school is and should be for the 

“average” child’ (p. 6) was espoused. Case study principals frequently used language 

(and in some cases very derogative language) that implied a deficit within the student, 
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when talking about those who did not fit within their notion of ‘normal’. In some cases, 

this use of deficit language extended beyond the students, to their families and 

teachers. MacRuairc (2020) is critical of this type of language: ‘This deficit perspective 

can be a significant component in the categorisation of learners…’ (p. 63). As he 

argues, it creates a binary of ‘us and them’, where exclusion becomes an implicit part 

of a school’s culture.  

 Three principals expressed they had encouraged and supported families to obtain 

a diagnosis and/or medication for a student. If parental support was not forthcoming, 

principals described taking matters into their own hands by booking and paying for 

appointments, transporting students to these consultations if necessary, and providing 

evidence they considered to support the outcome they were seeking. Graham and 

Spandagou (2011) identified similar practices in a study conducted with primary school 

principals across New South Wales, when parents did not cooperate with a principal’s 

desire for a specific diagnosis. The researchers noted a conflict between a diagnosis 

that was sought to benefit the student and their family, and one that was sought as a 

way to acquire additional funding for the school, and that same conflict can be found 

in this study. Yet this is the way systems such as Education Queensland fund students 

with additional needs - no diagnosis, no funding! So perhaps, given the limited 

resources schools have and the pressure on them to perform, this seemingly insatiable 

desire by some principals to attach a diagnosis to a student so they receive additional 

funding should not be surprising. However, the issues this raises cannot go without 

comment here. Labelling can have a negative impact on students for a myriad of 

reasons (see Lauchlan & Boyle, 2020, for a discussion on this), and there are concerns 

about use of medication in school aged children (Wallach-Kildemoes et al., 2015). A 

system that, through its provision of funding, encourages principals to engage in 

practices such as those described above, needs to assess its processes, as do the 

principals involved. While some students benefit from the support of a specialist 

medical professional, if principals are using their position to influence a diagnosis or 

prescription of medication, this presents a significant risk to the students involved. Mac 

Ruairc (2020) describes this type of practice as ‘the dark side of leadership’, where 

principals ‘sometimes engage in practices that are far from laudable in order to ensure 

the most desirable profile for a school’ (p. 67).  
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 Two overtly exclusionary practices were also described by the majority of case 

study principals. The first was the use of segregated educational settings within the 

grounds of the mainstream school. These classes were used to educate students who 

were considered unable to manage the mainstream classroom, and as with the notion 

of withdrawal, this was positively described in school documentation as a strategy for 

supporting students, particularly those with a disability. This is a common practice, and 

other studies have found that school leaders implement the practice under the banner 

of inclusion (Anderson & Boyle, 2019; Romanuck Murphy, 2018). Principals in this 

study did the same thing, and vehemently justified their right to do so. Segregated 

placements were described as being ‘in the best interest’ of some students, as they 

could have their individuals needs met within these specialised environments; it is for 

their own good, an argument strongly contested by Slee (2018b). In every case where 

this explanation was provided, it was done so from the position of what the school 

deemed ‘best’ for the student, although it was noted by a small number of principals 

that it was also in the best interest of the other students in the mainstream class. At 

no point was there any indication that the student or their families were part of the 

decision-making process, a concern given the importance of school/family 

partnerships in fostering an inclusive school culture (Ainscow, 2020; Rashid & Tikly, 

2010). However, in some cases responsibility for the placement of students into these 

segregated environments was located with families, who were described as having, 

without consultation, ‘chosen’ this option. This notion of choice is an interesting one, 

and presupposes that parents are in a position to make a credible decision, on their 

own, about the quality (or not) of their child’s schooling (Hutchings, 2017). Perhaps in 

some situations it was considered an easier option than regularly being called to the 

school to collect their child when things were not working in the mainstream classroom, 

another practice a majority of principals described using. Nonetheless, the practice of 

segregating groups of students is ‘perpetuated by the continuing presence of 

segregated settings’ (Cologon, 2019, p.28), and while they continue to exist, principals 

will continue to utilise them. Systems that offer segregated settings while at the same 

time purporting to be inclusive provide an opportune alibi for principals to do the same 

thing.  

The second overtly exclusive practice described by principals was the use of 

seclusion (such as time-out) and suspension for students who engaged in challenging 
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behaviour, and these practices were noted in each of the schools Responsible 

Behaviour Plans. While there was a recognition that students from already 

marginalised groups were overrepresented in the statistics for these practices (and 

this is reflected in the research, see Anderson & Boyle, 2019), principals felt they had 

no other options available to them, a concern that needs to be accepted and rectified 

by the system. The ramifications of these practices can be significant, with students 

experiencing negative academic, social and emotional consequences (Armstrong, 

2018b; Graham, 2018). Education Queensland acknowledged the issue of the 

overrepresentation of students with a disability in the disciplinary absence data and 

has identified a reduction in numbers as a goal in its latest iteration of policies on 

students with disability (Department of Education, 2020c). However, no additional 

funding has been allocated to schools to support them to achieve this goal, and no 

mention has been made of reducing the numbers for other students from various 

disadvantaged, minority and/or vulnerable groups. 

Perhaps most concerning was the use of students as a tool for two principals, who 

described using them as a way to get a message across to staff. One principal 

described placing ‘good’ students with teachers who deserved them, and ‘challenging’ 

students with teachers who were not meeting the principal’s expectations. Another 

principal described going to a full inclusion model without any planning or preparation 

for teachers, as a deliberate act to ‘make them stress’. Neither principal expressed 

any regard for the impact of these practices on students, but rather described them as 

being effective in influencing teacher behaviour. This is despite students not having 

their needs met in either of these scenarios, and serious questions of ethical practice 

being raised. Is it ethical to use students as a tool to get teachers to behave in 

particular way? It would be difficult to argue for any answer other than, definitely not! 

A detailed search of the literature failed to find reference to this type of practice in other 

studies, and one can only hope that means it is not a practice adopted broadly within 

schools.  

Ryan (2006) contends that it is imperative principals comprehend the gravitas of 

exclusion, whether it be the overt macro- or the more insidious micro-exclusionary 

practices, and the long-term ramifications it can have on students. Yet the research 

suggests (see Ryan 2006; Lumby & Morrison, 2010) there is a reluctance to do this, 

for two reasons: (i) principals feel intimidated by the notion of inclusivity and social 
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justice issues, and (ii) alongside other agendas, supporting diversity is not considered 

a top priority. Unless education systems recognise and accept this as a barrier to 

inclusive education, exclusionary practices will continue to transpire within the 

confines of the school fence.
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5.4.2.3 Practices that cross the inclusion/exclusion divide 

Thematic map 

Figure 5.8 provides a visual representation of the first and second level themes related to practices that crossed the 

inclusion/exclusion divide, as extrapolated from the data. A discussion about these themes, within the context of the relevant literature, 

follows below. 

 
Figure 5.9: Leadership practices that cross the inclusive/exclusive divide 
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Inclusive/exclusive practices 

The majority of practices described by the case study principals were both inclusive 

and exclusive in nature. Many of the practices discussed in this sub-section are noted 

in the literature as being inclusive practices, yet the way these were enacted by the 

principals was not consistently so. Perhaps this can be explained by Romanuck 

Murphy’s (2018) assertion that ‘there is still a great deal of confusion’ (p. 251) about 

inclusive education and what it entails, from the perspective of school principals.  

The majority of principals described the establishment of effective working teams 

as a practice they employed to support inclusive education, and this practice was 

evident in much of the schools’ documentation. This way of working is supported in 

the literature as a distributive leadership practice, one that promotes the social justice 

ideals of inclusive education, that is ‘inclusive of the thoughts and decisions of the 

entire teaching staff’ (Burks, 2020, p.54). This approach should include the principal 

and other school leaders, but also non-positional leaders such as teachers and other 

relevant stakeholders (Abawi et al., 2018). Yet only one principal described having 

non-positional leaders on the leadership team, and a number of principals did not 

include the Head of Special Education Services (HOSES), a positional leader, as part 

of the team makeup. Year level teaching teams were used, and while these were 

established to develop practices for specific cohorts of teachers and students, their 

purpose was not to influence or lead change within the school. The ‘shared decision-

making’ and a ‘collaborative team approach’ of distributed leadership was not evident 

in the implementation of this practice (Lyons et al., 2016, p.890). Only one principal 

described establishing a team of interested school staff to develop and enact a reform 

agenda and had found it to be an effective way to drive and sustain change. It is not 

evident why this practice, despite having a strong presence in the literature and many 

of the principals having the structures already in place, was not utilised more 

effectively. Perhaps it is associated with the tenet within a distributed leadership 

paradigm that requires the principal to ‘relinquish the idea’ that they have ‘sole power 

and authority for the leadership decision of the school’ (Burks, 2020, p.54); it was 

evident that the majority of the case study principals considered themselves as ‘the 

boss’. 

All principals described the management of multiple, and often conflicting, agendas 

from the education department (both at a regional and state level) as absorbing a 
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considerable amount of their time. Koyama (2014) characterised principals as 

‘mediators between external accountabilities…and school practices’ (p. 283), and this 

is precisely how principals conceptualised their role. Principals outlined different 

strategies they employed to determine priority areas as well as the pathways to 

sustainable implementation. However, due to the contradictory nature of some 

agendas, decisions were not always clear or easy. Inclusive education, as discussed 

in Chapter 2, is an egalitarian ideal (UNICEF, 2013), yet the neo-liberal principles of 

the current socio-political zeitgeist, such as standardisation and accountability, dictate 

much of the current educational reform (Denniss, 2018), particularly in Queensland. 

Principals described being faced with mandated agendas that required them to both 

improve the National Assessment Programme – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) 

results for particular groups of students through a model of explicit teaching, while also 

being expected to promote more inclusive models of practice within their schools. 

When decisions had to be made about where time, energy and money was to be 

allocated, factors such as accountability mattered, so programmes to improve 

NAPLAN data were prioritised over the establishment of more inclusive practices, as 

it is on these results that schools, and principals, are judged; at both a state and a 

national level (Niesche, 2015). This was reflected in the allocation of funding to literacy 

and numeracy programmes within the schools’ documentation. These priorities 

dictated the allocation of the finite resources, problematic for inclusive education as 

the research shows that effective inclusive practice is predicated on sufficient 

resourcing (Boyle et al., 2012). It was evident during the interviews that for some 

principals, this was taxing. While a number of principals talked about the importance 

of standardised data sets such as NAPLAN and were content with prioritising this 

agenda, a small number of principals lamented the system’s reliance on it. Yet all 

principals did consider inclusive education an agenda worth allocating some time and 

resourcing to, and as a result, the practice of managing multiple agendas led to both 

inclusive and exclusive outcomes for students.  

Relationships were another practice, identified as paramount for inclusive 

education in the research literature (Ainscow, 2020; Cologon, 2019), that crossed the 

inclusive/exclusive divide, and their importance was noted throughout much of the 

schools’ documentation. Each of the case study principals identified relationships as 

critical to their work as leaders of inclusive schools, and these were defined as being 
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between principals and their leadership teams, principals and students, principals and 

families, and teachers and students. Two omissions are evident here. Positive 

relationships between students themselves was not identified by principals, despite 

this being paramount for an inclusive school culture (Allen et al., 2020; Cologon, 2019). 

In addition, not one principal talked about the importance of relationships with 

teachers, even though ‘good’ relationships between principals and teachers optimises 

the capacity for schools to respond to the educational needs of diverse groups of 

students (Novara et al., 2020). A small number of principals instead contradicted this 

notion, indicating that relationships with teachers were not important, as it was 

impossible to keep them all happy. Another finding that needs unpacking here is the 

way principals viewed relationships between themselves and families. Research 

suggests this relationship is crucial, particularly for families of students who have 

complex educational needs (Ainscow, 2020; Novara et al., 2020), and the case study 

principals all described allocating time to the development of relationships with this 

cohort of families. However, the motivation behind the development of these 

relationships differed from that which appears in the literature. Principals explained 

that having a positive relationship with families of students with complex educational 

needs made it easier for them deal with things when challenges arose. The most cited 

example of this involved parents, upon a phone call from the principal, accepting the 

request to collect their child from school when they were not complying with the 

school’s behavioural expectations, and to accept the consequence of suspensions. 

While the practice of developing strong relationships with parents is considered an 

inclusive one, the majority of principals disclosed that doing this meant they were able 

to enact exclusive practices, without parental resistance.  

Other leadership practices that crossed the inclusive/exclusive divide are worth 

noting here. A number of principals considered themselves models of good inclusive 

practice, and Kellar and Slayton (2016) agree this can be an effective way of leading 

change. Yet the success of this practice is reliant on the principal acting in a 

consistently inclusive manner, and, as the data shows, the case study principals did 

not. School-wide behaviour support through Positive Behaviour for Learning (PBL) 

had been adopted by a number of the case study principals, as the initiative is part of 

Education Queensland’s approach to supporting student behaviour (Department of 

Education, 2020d). Some aspects of this practice, such as the consistent approach to 
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expectations and the explicit teaching of behaviour were identified by principals as 

having benefited all students; for the first time all students were being consistently 

exposed to a set of behavioural expectations and were supported through lessons and 

the use of visuals. This positive stance was reflected in the documentation. Yet the 

standardised approach to the behavioural expectations meant that while it worked for 

some, it did not work for all, and principals described students experiencing seclusion 

or suspension as a result of engaging in particular behaviours, without consideration 

of any other factors, such as the function of the behaviour (though it must be noted 

one principal did talk about the importance of this) or the power relationships that were 

in play. Armstrong (2018b) notes this approach to initiatives such as PBL, is more 

likely to disadvantage students with a disability, or those from other minority or 

marginalised cultural groups, so while beneficial for some, it does not work for all. The 

final practice to be discussed here is that of assigning specific roles to specific staff. 

Principals talked about special education staff working only with students with a 

disability, staff employed to work only with students from Aboriginal and/or Torres 

Strait Islander backgrounds, staff employed to work with students identified as having 

behaviour support needs. While additional support in classrooms can be an effective 

inclusive practice, when students are singled out, provided with alternative 

programmes, and/or withdrawn from classrooms (as described by the principals), the 

practice becomes exclusive (as noted by Cologon, 2019). 

5.4.2.4 In summary 

Each of the practices presented in this discussion have been endorsed in the 

literature as practices that promote inclusive education, and in some situations, they 

did just that within the case study schools. Be that as it may, there were occasions, as 

described by the principals, when these practices were implemented in exclusionary 

ways, under the guise of inclusion. This suggests a lack of an authentic understanding 

of the construct of inclusive education, which as noted previously, is a concern that 

has been raised in previous research into school principals. This is explored in more 

detail now. 
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5.5 CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTION: HOW DO THE ATTITUDES TOWARDS 

AND KNOWLEDGES OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION IMPACT LEADERSHIP 

PRACTICES ADOPTED BY PRIMARY SCHOOL PRINCIPALS? 

The simple answer to this question is, significantly! The attitudes towards inclusive 

education held by the case study school principals influenced the way they understood 

inclusive education, and this conceptualisation in turn influenced their leadership 

practices. This was not unexpected. Literature has discussed and debated the 

influential relationship between attitudes, knowledges and behaviour for millennia, and 

other studies into principals and school leaders (the few that there are) uncovered 

similar findings (Al-Mahdy & Emam, 2018; Cardno et al., 2018). A focus solely on 

leadership practices for inclusive education, without recognition of the role attitudes 

and knowledges play, is like putting the cart before the horse and expecting progress. 

Understanding the relationship is critical as it can lead to either the facilitation of 

successful inclusive practices or the prevention of them (Cologon, 2019). Cobb (2015) 

ascertains this knowledge is also needed to understand what issues need to be 

addressed (Cobb, 2015). Unfortunately, this is a phenomenon many education 

systems have not yet acknowledged (Cologon, 2019). A number of significant findings, 

in response to the central research questions, have emanated from this study, and are 

discussed below. 

5.5.1 Attitudes and knowledges 

Inclusive education was considered by the case study principals as a construct that 

was part of the state school manifesto. Each accepted they had a part to play in the 

delivery of education to what was unanimously described as an increasingly diverse 

cohort of students. Yet it was evident the majority of principals felt some unease, 

frustration, and in a few cases resentment, at the authoritative approach taken to the 

inclusive education agenda by Education Queensland. Seashore-Louis and 

Robinson’s (2012) observations offer an explanation as to why. When policy mandates 

resonate with the attitudinal systems of principals, they ‘internalize the external 

accountability policies and shape them to the particular needs’ (p.42-43) of their 

context. Conversely, when policies do not align with principals’ perceptions, the policy 

mandates remain external accountability measures that do not permeate a school’s 
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culture. This is problematic for inclusive education in the case study schools as the 

majority of principals held predominantly negative attitudes towards the construct.  

As noted earlier, factors that influenced the principals’ mostly negative attitude 

towards inclusive education were situated outside their internal locus of control, which 

meant accountability for their attitude sat with factors external to the principals and 

therefore did not fall within their realm of responsibility (Andrisani & Nestel, 1976). As 

a consequence, any attitudinal shift was predicated on a change in external factors, 

not a change in any factors over which the principals had control. This notion of 

externalisation was reflected in the way principals understood inclusion and exclusion. 

Principals’ knowledges of inclusion did reflect, in a modest way, its social justice 

underpinnings, a finding noted in other research (Garcia, 2016; Lyons et al., 2016). 

They each linked it to a set of values, and a majority described it as the responsibility 

of everyone, though it should be noted the second point was contradicted in other 

parts of the interviews by a number of principals which suggests principals were using 

the description of inclusion because it was the right thing to say rather than what they 

actually knew.  

What was evidently clear was that principals understood inclusion to be about 

difference, an external factor located within the students. This way of knowing inclusive 

education sits in stark contrast to the position of many inclusive education advocates, 

who argue difference is ‘a shortcoming of…organisation’, rather than a problem that 

exists within any human being (Page & Jones, 2020, p. 153). Difference was 

measured by the distance between a student’s performance (academic, social and 

emotional), and the standards or set of ‘norms’ that the school had in place, an all too 

common practice (Mac Ruairc, 2013). Just how different a student was deemed to be 

was determined by how far removed they were from the ‘norm’. If they were different 

enough, they were eligible to be ‘included’. This notion, while seemingly 

counterintuitive to the concept of inclusion itself, does bring to the fore the wickedness 

of the construct. Inclusion predicates exclusion, and therefore inclusive education is 

for those who would be otherwise excluded, those who are ‘different’ (Slee, 2018b). 

With their level of need established by the school, students were afforded a provision 

of support (anywhere along the continuum) that school processes and structures, their 

medical diagnosis and any resource allocation attached to this, allowed. Graham and 

Spandagou (2011) noted a similar finding and described it like this: ‘…the interplay 
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between student performance, medical diagnosis and resource allocation became 

both the reason and means to identify [and support] the child to be “included”’ (p. 4).  

Exclusion as a construct was also understood as one that sat externally to the 

principals; exclusion was a result of student behaviour, and responsibility for this sat 

within the student. Externalising responsibly for student behaviour in this way has been 

described by other researchers (see Page & Jones, 2020; Lanas & Brunila, 2019; 

Armstrong, 2018a), and is noted as a common way of understanding behaviour; any 

behavioural change is the responsibility of the student. 

The external nature of the determinants attributed by principals to their attitudes 

towards and knowledges of inclusive education exposes the influential nature of the 

factors that sit within systems of the Ecology of Inclusive Education, other than that in 

which the principals operate – the exo-system. Of particular note in this study was the 

influence of Education Queensland, a factor sitting within the macro-system, on the 

perceptions of the principals. The paradoxical nature of both their operational 

structures and policy agendas (as described throughout this discussion), have 

influenced principals’ attitudes towards and their knowledges of inclusive education. 

Mullick (2013) noted that education systems where principals perceive the structures 

as ‘inhibitive’ to leadership for inclusive education, feel ‘powerless’ to enact inclusive 

change within their schools (p.196). Additionally, this feeling of ‘powerlessness’ has 

the propensity to be transferred onto others working within the school community.  

Also evident was the influence of factors such as the social and political contexts, 

and the standardisation of education, which, it should be noted, have also influenced 

the practices of Education Queensland. This is perhaps not surprising, as principals 

and systems are operating within democracies, within a paradigm of neoliberalism 

(Furlong, 2013), where principles of the market have a direct impact on education 

(Apple, 2017; Furlong, 2013; Bale & Knopp, 2012). The power of this influence on the 

principals’ perceptions of inclusive education was notable in their lack of response to 

the Quality School Inclusive Leaders programme. While all principals had participated 

in the rollout of this initiative, not one indicated it had influenced their work, and rather 

than challenging their attitudinal and knowledge systems around the construct, it 

seemed to have strengthened them. Each principal was resolute in their perceptions 

of inclusive education, despite the obvious disparity between their attitudes and 
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knowledges, and those broadcast by advocates of the construct. This strength of 

conviction had a significant influence on the way the principals selected and enacted 

leadership practices within their schools. Howley et al. (2019) noted a comparable 

finding, where after principals completed a professional development programme 

exploring leadership for inclusive education, school practice did not change. 

5.5.2 Leadership practices for inclusive education 

Each of the case study principals considered themselves leaders for inclusive 

education and espoused a confidence in the direction in which they were taking their 

schools. Whilst this sentiment ticked all the right boxes, it was not supported by the 

actions they described. Alongside a small and effective number of inclusive practices, 

was the implementation of a myriad of exclusive practices, all under the guise of 

inclusion. This was not surprising, as these findings have been noted previously 

(Cardno et al., 2018; Romanuck Murphy, 2018). Principals enacted inclusive 

education in a way that aligned with both their attitudes towards and knowledges of 

the construct, as the work of Precey and Mazurkiewicz (2013) predicated. It was 

evident the principals considered their modus operandi as successful models of 

inclusive schooling. And why not? Many of the practices they adopted were noted in 

the literature as inclusive practices (as discussed earlier in the chapter) and they were 

confident in justifying their approaches within Education Queensland’s policy 

framework. This exposes two issues that have been noted previously. First, the 

adoption of a practice that has been identified as inclusive does not necessitate it will 

be implemented in a way that promotes inclusion. Perhaps the fact that principals 

demonstrated an understanding of what practices are considered inclusive should be 

acknowledged here. A study conducted by Cardno et al. (2018) found while principals 

‘espoused a commitment to inclusive education’ there was a lack of evidence to 

suggest the adoption of ‘what the literature establishes as effective practice’ (p. 101). 

The principals in this study did not consistently enact the inclusive practices in an 

inclusive way, leading to the exclusion of some groups. Second, the paradoxical 

messages from Education Queensland precipitated contradictory perceptions of 

inclusive education, and exclusion, within the principals. These findings have 

significant implications when considering leadership for inclusive education. 
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5.5.3 Significance of the findings 

Leithwood et al. (2008) claim a ‘small handful of personal traits explains a high 

proportion of the variation in leadership effectiveness’ (p. 36), and this includes what 

leaders value. Given the relationship that exists between value and attitudes, 

knowledges and behaviour, this is not surprising. The influential nature of the case 

study principals’ perceptions of inclusive education on their practice is inarguable and 

consequential, with what Graham and Spandagou (2011) describe as a ‘…multiplicity 

of “inclusions”’ (p.12) being implemented within and across their schools. Practices 

aligned with the historical models of segregation and integration were described, and 

it was evident that much of the work being done under the guise of inclusion was 

‘…about managing or normalising difference’, rather than challenging ‘normalised 

assumptions’ (Graham & Spandagou, 2011, p.12). Attaching the term inclusion to 

these types of practices affords principals, and the systems in which they operate, a 

cover to employ exclusive practices without scrutiny or consequence (Slee, 2018b), 

and this is problematic. In addition, practices that exposed what Mac Ruairc (2020) 

describes as ‘the dark side of leadership’ (p. 67) were evident, and this should be of 

great concern, not only to those directly impacted, but to the education system and 

society more broadly. Why? Because the repercussions of exclusionary practices in 

education on students, their families, and the wider community, are well documented 

within the inclusive education literature (Graham, 2020; Waitoller, 2020; Slee, 2018b).  

 

5.6 IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS 

According to Yan and Sin (2015), ‘principals are supposed to execute a pivotal role 

in designing an inclusive curriculum, changing instructional practice and school 

culture, and coordinating resources during the implementation of inclusive education’ 

(p.218). The term ‘are supposed to’ recognises that while the literature is almost 

unanimous in situating principals as key actors in the development of successful and 

sustainable inclusive schools (as discussed throughout this thesis), it does not always 

play out this way. Findings from this study have highlighted the significant and 

influential relationship between principals’ attitudes towards and knowledges of 

inclusive education, and the subsequent practices they employ in pursuit of the 

construct. As Yan and Sin (2015) allude to, principals may be ‘supposed to execute a 
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pivotal role’ in inclusive education, but without a positive attitude and an understanding 

of the construct that precludes exclusionary practices, this is not going to be the case.  

Each of the principals in this study espoused a desire to provide an education to 

all students who attended their schools. A number of principals described the reason 

for continuing to get out of bed each morning and heading off to work, despite their 

complex jobs, was the knowledge they had the power to make a difference to the lives 

of many, each and every day. Yet the attitudes and knowledges they held about 

inclusive education were a barrier to the enactment of practices that could have 

developed and sustained stronger and more inclusive schools. This has implications 

for the consideration of how leadership for inclusive education can be progressed 

forward, at a theory, policy and practice level. Implications that stem from the findings 

of this study offer a ‘direction rather than prescription’, as Mac Ruairc (2020, p. 60) 

argues, this is what is necessary given the important role context plays in leadership 

for inclusive education practice. These directions are proposed below.  

5.6.1 Implications for theory 

This study adopted the Ecology of Inclusive Education, a reconceptualisation of 

the work of Bronfenbrenner, as a conceptual framework to guide the understanding of 

two complex constructs: leadership and inclusive education. The usefulness of this 

framework sits in its acknowledgement that schools ‘embody a complex array of 

understandings, beliefs, and values encoded in structures, cultures and everyday 

routines, all of which are usually legitimated and sanctioned by the surrounding social 

environment’ (Portela, 2013, p. 37). Phenomena can be studied within the messiness 

that is the school context, as the framework affords a structure for research without 

the need to tidy or neaten things up. There is a dearth of research into leadership 

(particularly principals) for inclusive education from within the contexts in which they 

occur (Kellar & Slayton, 2016), and this is a concern. It is only when these constructs 

are understood together, within the context of all the other factors that impact and 

influence them, that a deep understanding of leadership for inclusive education can 

be reached. It was perhaps fortunate that the number of participants in this study was 

limited to seven principals as the volume of data collected using the Ecology of 

Inclusive Education as the framework was substantial, which elicited some significant 

findings. It has brought to the fore the significance of the influential relationship 

between attitude, knowledge and behaviour in the work of the school principals. 
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Schrader and Lawless (2004) first brought this notion to the field of education and 

since that time little work has been done to further understanding in this area. Situating 

the exploration of attitude, knowledge and behaviour within the Ecology of Inclusive 

Education exposed the influential nature of both the education systems and the socio-

political contexts in which the principals operate, on their perceptions of inclusive 

education, and in turn on their behaviour in their choice and enactment of leadership 

practices. This adds to the small body of knowledge in this area and exposes the need 

for further research.  

5.6.2 Implications for policy 

Expectations are continuously placed onto schools, by education systems and their 

relevant policies, to be the enactors of successful inclusive practice, and as the 

positional, accountable leader of their schools, principals bear much of this load. 

Principals are responsible for both the development of inclusive polices, processes 

and routines, and for the provision of schoolwide structures and resourcing models to 

enable the implementation of them. Yet success necessitates principals ‘establish 

inclusion as an overarching goal that permeates through everything they do’ 

(Macmillan & Edmunds, 2010, p. 3), and the findings of this study indicate this was not 

the way the case study principals managed the inclusive education agenda within their 

schools. Instead, its administration reflected the way the inclusive education agenda 

was managed within Education Queensland, and this has implications for the system 

in question. While the focus of the discussion here centres on the education system 

in which this study took place, that being the state education system within 

Queensland, Australia, it is relevant to other systems and sectors that have adopted 

a similar approach to the management of the inclusive education agenda. As Artiles 

and Kozleski (2016) point out, real and sustainable progress towards inclusive 

education requires systems that promote and sustain exclusionary practices to be 

overhauled. 

Responsibility for policy development and enactment is situated within five distinct 

‘branches’ that comprise Education Queensland, of which the Disability and Inclusion 

branch is one (Department of Education, 2020e). Principals in this study referred to 

these branches as ‘silos’, where policy development happened seemingly without 

regard for what policies were being pushed out from other departmental branches. As 

a consequence, principals described receiving conflicting mandates, which led to both 
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confusion and compromise. This notion of ‘silos’ is explored by Whitenack et al. 

(2019), who argue policy development that is enacted in this way does not lead to 

positive change within schools and can in fact be detrimental to progress. ‘Siloing’ also 

contradicts the notion, as mentioned earlier, that for inclusive education to be 

successful, it must permeate through everything that happens within an organisation. 

Education Queensland has situated inclusive education within a silo, rather than as 

an overarching philosophy that guides all policy development. As such it was not 

surprising to find principals grappling with how to align the inclusive agenda, which 

stems from a social justice paradigm, with the many other improvement agendas that 

arise from within the neo-liberal paradigm. If Education Queensland is genuinely 

concerned about progressing their inclusive education agenda, they need to do one 

of two things: (i) reconsider the position of inclusive education within the policy 

hierarchy, or (ii) explicitly demonstrate the alignment between this agenda, and other 

improvement agendas.  

Education Queensland describes inclusive education as being about all students, 

as is articulated in their current policy document (Department of Education, 2020b). 

Yet what it states in policy and does in practice are two different things, as the notion 

that inclusive education is for students with a disability continues to be promoted 

through departmental structures and processes. Evidence of this can be seen in the 

title that was given to the branch responsible for inclusive education, which forefronts 

the term ‘disability’. In addition, Education Queensland continues to support Special 

Schools, which have seen increasing numbers of enrolments (Department of 

Education, 2019b) and fund Head of Special Education Services (HOSES) positions 

within schools (despite a recommendation from the 2017 Deloitte Access Economics 

review that this position be rebranded to a term that reflected the inclusivity of all 

students, not just those with a disability). They have retained the narrow definition of 

disability that fails to recognise, and therefore resource, social/emotional and 

behavioural disorders (principals described these students as the most difficult to 

‘include’), and have continued to require schools to utilise a deficit medical model of 

understanding disability to access funding support. Again, these were identified as 

issues within the Deloitte Access Economics review (2017) that have, at the time of 

writing, yet to be rectified. Exclusive practices are being enacted within the 

Queensland state schooling system, under the guise of the inclusive education policy, 



                                                                                                CHAPTER 5: Discussion

   

 285 

each and every day; a reality for many education systems globally (Mac Ruairc, 2020). 

This was evident in the case study principals’ attitudes towards and knowledges of 

inclusive education; principals’ perceptions of inclusive education were a reflection not 

of what Education Queensland had outlined in its Inclusive Education policy, which 

has perhaps become, to adopt Slee’s (2018b) turn of phrase, an ‘empty’ rhetoric (p. 

20), but rather of its methods of operation. It is not being argued here that disability 

should not be foregrounded in the structures and processes utilised by Education 

Queensland, or that there should not be systems in place to support students who 

might require additional help. Rather, Education Queensland needs to acknowledge it 

cannot just, to coin an old saying, talk the talk but instead needs to walk the walk. It is 

change to systemic practice, not to rhetoric, that will influence the way principals view 

and act upon inclusive education within their schools. 

Lastly, consideration should be given to professional learning for principals. Prior 

to the interviews, principals had participated in a mandated professional development 

programme, at a cost of many millions of dollars to Education Queensland. An 

interrogation of the programme was never the intention of this study and will not 

happen here, however it is worth noting that despite the high price tag attached to the 

programme, it had little impact on the work of the case study principals. Instead, it 

seemed to cement their previously held notions of inclusive education and they 

challenged or rebuked the key tenets of the programme. While touted as a ‘most 

effective’ element in the ‘successful implementation’ (PhillipsKPA, 2015, p. 176) of 

inclusive practices in Queensland state schools in 2015, 2016 saw the Minister for 

Education and Training call for a review into schooling for students with a disability in 

acknowledgement of the challenges still facing the system at the time. The 

development and delivery of professional learning to promote inclusive education and 

change practice is not simple, as attested by Howley et al. (2019). Findings from this 

study suggest that any change in practice is predicated on both a positive attitude 

towards and an authentic knowledge of inclusive education. If these two things are not 

present, then any endeavour to change practice is going to be futile. As a result, 

professional learning must be developed that challenges principals to ‘confront and 

address bias in themselves…and their practices’ (Whitenack et al., 2019, p. 39), and 

Education Queensland must require principal participation. Once this has been 

accomplished, the focus can shift to changing leadership practice.  
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5.6.3 Implications for practice  

As the principal’s role ‘continues to carry the weight of more responsibilities’ and 

the ‘expectations’ placed onto them ‘continues to expand’ (Swayn, 2018, p. 281), all 

within increasingly diverse communities, it is crucial they understand their role as 

leaders for inclusive education. Nevertheless, the findings of this study suggest 

principals viewed inclusive education as only one of many facets of their job. It was 

evident the politicisation of inclusive education, along with other improvement 

agendas, created confusion and frustration, as principals worked to navigate their way 

through the myriad of oftentimes conflicting mandates. Yet it is the job of the principal 

to ‘translate and implement [systemic] policies in ways appropriate to their school 

context’ (Óskarsdóttir et al, 2020, p. 11), in a manner that is responsive to the needs 

of all students. They are at the nexus where policy meets practice, and as such are 

well positioned to both agitate for and enact change (Ainscow, 2020). While the impact 

of systemic issues on the work of principals must be recognised and acknowledged 

(as it has been), it does not negate the responsibilities they have to afford a germane 

and equitable education to all their students. A number of implications for practice 

arising from this study could assist principals in their endeavours to create and sustain 

more inclusive schools (though this is by no means an exhaustive list). 

Rhetoric matters (Biesta, 2015) and plays a critical role in shaping the way 

constructs, such as inclusive education, are understood. The language used by the 

majority of case study principals created an ‘other’, a diverse group of students (and 

in some cases families and staff) who were situated as different from the ‘norm’ that 

had been devised to align with the standards and expectations of the school. Yet 

language is a tool that can be used as a means to effect change, as a change in 

rhetoric can influence the way something is understood (Kloch, 2012). This has 

implications for leadership practice. Principals have an obligation, under global, 

national and state directives, to establish a pattern of discourse within their schools 

that embraces diversity and views difference as the ‘norm’. Inclusive language should 

permeate the policies, process and structures of schools under the direction of the 

principal, and provide a common language (Ainscow, 2020) to influence the everyday 

rhetoric of the school. A change in the language employed by principals when 

discussing inclusive education could influence the way the construct is both 

understood and enacted within their schools.  
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Distributed leadership practices were described by a majority of principals, yet only 

within the narrow context of establishing a limited number of teams for specific 

purposes and employing some teachers as leaders of change. Distributed leadership, 

when employed more consistently, reflects a social justice doctrine that promotes the 

active participation of all staff through various decision-making structures (Burks, 

2020), and has been identified in the literature as promoting inclusive education. 

(Óskarsdóttir et al., 2020). While a reluctance to forgo ultimate authority was 

apparent, it was evident that the case study principals held some confidence in the 

capacity of staff to act as leaders and had some understanding of the effectiveness of 

this practice. Promotion of broader distributed leadership practices would encourage 

both staff and students to enact their ‘voice’, which would further develop the inclusive 

practices within individual schools.  

Ainscow (2020) and Lyons et al. (2016), amongst others, argue a powerful strategy 

to support effective leadership practice for inclusive education is for schools to work 

together and support each other. Collaboration encourages the sharing of knowledge 

and skills, and enables inclusive practice to grow and develop across multiple school 

sites. Success in one school is likely to encourage and motivate those in other schools. 

Nonetheless, in a nation such as Australia, where the neo-liberal principles of 

surveillance and choice prevail (Niesche, 2015), there is a reluctance for schools to 

collaborate as, in essence, they are in competition (Hardy & Boyle, 2011), and this is 

problematic. Principals in this study indicated an awareness of the competitive nature 

of schooling, particularly given the data that is available through the My School website 

(as discussed in Chapter 1), and no suggestion was made by any of the principals that 

collaboration with other schools or colleagues was part of their leadership practice. 

Given the positive impact of inter-school collaboration on leadership for inclusive 

education, this is an opportunity lost, and needs to be acknowledged at a school, state 

and national level.   

Exclusionary practices were described by each of the case study principals, and 

this is problematic. According to research, these insidious practices (Cologon, 2019) 

can have long-term negative academic, social and emotional impacts on students 

(Ryan, 2006). Principals need to understand the ramifications of exclusionary 

practices, yet this is not as easy as it might first appear. Macro-exclusionary practices 

such as seclusion and suspension were described by principals as the only option 
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available to them for students with more complex behavioural needs, and micro-

exclusionary practices (eg. in the form of teacher aide assistance or withdrawal groups 

for specialised teaching) were employed under the guise of inclusion. Nevertheless, 

principals have an obligation to provide an education in the least restrictive manner, 

and therefore need to challenge all exclusionary practices and utilise their position as  

agitators for change to both reform practice within schools, and challenge the system 

in the way it supports students, particularly those with complex behavioural needs. 

An increased understanding of inclusive education will influence the leadership 

practices that are adopted, as well as the way they are applied (Leithwood et al., 

2008). But it goes beyond just leadership practice. Principals have the power to be 

proactive proponents of inclusive practice and ‘tackle issues’ within their schools 

(Ainscow, 2020, p.15) as well as to influence what happens at the policy level 

(Óskarsdóttir et al, 2020), and this action can extend to influencing injustices within 

the wider school community (Ainscow, 2020). The work principals do as leaders for 

inclusive education within their schools matters, and it is imperative they understand 

and embrace the magnitude of their influence, most importantly, on their students. 

 

5.7 FUTURE RESEARCH 

Findings from this study indicate there is still much to be explored in the field of 

principalship and leading inclusive education. Further qualitative research could 

expand on what has been discussed in this chapter and contribute additional depth to 

understanding the experiences of principals as leaders for inclusive education. Some 

opportunities include: 

• Employing the methodology used in this study to investigate cases across a 

diverse range of schools, sectors and systems, both in Australia and 

internationally. This would provide further insight into the relationship between 

attitude, knowledge and leadership practice. 

• Using the Ecology of Inclusive Education as a structure for reflection with 

principals to develop a framework that situates principals in the centre. This 

would incite elaboration, and therefore deepen understanding, of the factors 

that sit within the different systems of influence on the work principals do as 

leaders for inclusive education.  
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• Exploring the notion of student behaviour as a barrier to inclusive education 

through qualitative approaches that would give voice to principals, students and 

their families. This would deepen the understanding of the influential 

relationship between student behaviour, and successful inclusive schooling, 

and perhaps bring to light strategies that could be adopted at a system and 

school level to better support students with more complex behaviour needs. 

• Investigating, through a lens of inclusive education, the operational structures, 

policies, and processes that exist within education systems, as a single entity. 

This would provide further insight into the positioning of inclusive education 

within the ‘big picture’ of education systems and may elicit an understanding of 

how to better manage this construct within the broader paradigm of educational 

reform. 

• Researching to gain a better understanding of professional learning that 

promotes attitudinal change towards inclusive education in school principals. 

This study highlighted that despite millions of dollars being spent on 

professional learning for principals, attitudes towards inclusive education, and 

therefore knowledges and practices, did not change. Without the knowledge 

and capacity to shift principals’ attitudes, inclusive education is not going to 

progress.   

For schools to be institutions that are inclusive of all students, they need principals 

who believe in inclusive education, know what the construct is and is not, and 

understand how to enact practices in a way that promotes, rather than prevents, 

inclusion. This necessitates systems that are themselves inclusive, who obligate and 

support principals to become effective and successful leaders for inclusive education. 

Education departments keen to progress their inclusive practices could adopt action-

research methods to work in collaboration with school principals to develop systemic 

policies, structures and processes that facilitate and promote the development of 

sustainable school cultures.   

Quantitative methods could be also employed to further the understanding of 

findings described in this study. Developing a survey tool from the information 

presented in this chapter would generate a broader understanding of principals’ 

attitudes, knowledges and practices as leaders for inclusive education across many 

contexts, not only from other regions in Queensland, but other states in Australia and 
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of course, the world. This would allow for a generalisation of results, and in turn, 

provide opportunities for further qualitative research to interrogate the ‘why?’ of any 

broad findings. 

 

5.8 LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY 

While a rigorous methodology was developed for and adhered to within this study, 

a number of limitations need to be acknowledged. The first limitation pertains to the 

cases selected for this study. A small number of cases were investigated, all selected 

from within a single education region and each case was part of the state education 

sector. Justification for this is explained in some detail in Chapter 3, however it is worth 

noting here that the number of cases did comply with the recommendations for this 

type of study, each participant was interviewed twice, and the analytic method 

employed (thematic analysis) provided a rich tapestry of data from the completed 

cases. Given the small number of cases, attempts to generalise the findings of this 

study to broader educational contexts should be done cautiously.  

Data obtained during the collection phase of the study also had its limitations. The 

participants, as employees of the State Government, are required to adhere to the 

Education Queensland Code of Conduct policy. This policy articulates the expectation 

that employees support the objectives of the department. As such, it is possible that 

principals provided answers to the interview questions they considered would be 

palatable to Education Queensland, rather than their actual ideas. To elicit responses 

as truthful as possible interviews were conducted at the convenience of the 

participants, an effort was made to establish a rapport with the participants prior to the 

interviews, and anonymity was assured. In addition to the limitation of the interview 

data, the documentary evidence collected, whilst authored by the principals, were 

publicly available and therefore may not have accurately reflected the true nature of 

the school’s practice. Yet as these were analysed deductively after the interview data, 

the impact of this was not as significant as if it was the only source of data. Disparities 

between the interview data and what was published in the documents were noted and 

discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. 

The next limitation relates to the analysis of data. Coding and the subsequent 

theme identification were completed by a single researcher, and while this process 

provided consistency across the data analysis process, it did not allow for the 
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perspectives of different people with different sets of experience and expertise. To 

counter this limitation regular conversations were had with the principal supervisor 

during the data analysis phase of this study, with the coding and theme identification 

checked to ensure credibility of the findings. 

Finally, the researcher was an employee of the Department of Education at the 

time of the data collection and had been for a number of years. Therefore, they 

possessed an intimate knowledge of the policies and practices of the system, which 

may have resulted in unconscious bias during the interviews and/or data analysis. On 

the other hand, this experience afforded the researcher an ‘insider’s’ understanding of 

the operational and discursive nature of the environments in which the data were 

collected, permitting opportunities for a deeper exploration of ideas than perhaps 

would have otherwise occurred.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 

Schools are ‘complex’ institutions, ‘unique’ (Kukun et al., 2013, p. 111) in their 

complicated and changeable messiness (Ainscow et al., 2013). They are responsible 

for educating future generations, providing them with not only the academic, but the 

social and emotional skills required to grow into engaged and productive citizens (Faas 

et al., 2018). At the helm sits the principal, and accountability for a school’s success 

(or lack thereof) rests with the individual in this position (Doyle & Locke, 2014). 

Unsurprisingly, much of the literature into school leadership describes the role of 

principal as an increasingly complex, challenging and demanding one (Manna, 2015; 

Doyle & Locke, 2014; Cranston, 2008), and this has not come without a cost. Riley 

(2019) identified principals in Australian schools as spending many more hours on the 

job than is considered optimal for wellbeing, resulting in significantly higher levels of 

stress and burn out than for the average working population. Yet, despite the 

challenges, principals seem to enjoy their work, and have a genuine desire to make a 

difference to the lives of the students in their care.  

The purpose of this study was to examine the attitudes, knowledges and practices 

of principals in their role as leaders for inclusive education, and explore the 

relationships of influence between them. This study did not seek to critique the work 

of principals for the purpose of exposing exclusive practices, or attribute blame to them 

for the current state of play in Queensland schools. Rather, from a deliberate 

ontological and epistemological stance, it was an attempt to provide a descriptive 

account of how primary school principals constructed an understanding of their role 

as leaders for inclusive education within the realities of their schools, and the broader 

social, political, educational and historical contexts. This brief chapter provides a 

summary of the significant findings to come out of this study (section 6.1) and ends 

with some concluding remarks (section 6.2), that may inspire some hope for the future 

of leadership for inclusive education. 

 

6.1 A WICKED PROBLEM OF SYSTEMIC PROPORTIONS 

The findings of this study highlight the considerable challenges that face those 

assigned with leading the construct of inclusive education each and every day, and 

attest to it being coined a wicked problem. Inclusive education, within the current 
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zeitgeist, pertains to what happens within the confines of the school fence. Yet in 

reality, leadership for inclusive education is influenced by a myriad of factors that sit 

external to the school itself. These factors must be recognised, acknowledged and 

understood by policy makers, researchers and educators, if principals, as school 

leaders, are to progress the inclusive education agenda forward.  

Attitudes and knowledges matter! Factors that influence attitudes towards and 

knowledges of inclusive education emanate from a broad range of contexts, including 

the passing of time. Principals in this study were resolute in their perceptions of 

inclusive education, and these perceptions had a significant influence on both the 

leadership practices principals adopted, and the way they applied them. Their attitudes 

were predominantly negative and knowledges problematic, which resulted in many 

students being withdrawn, segregated, or isolated, all under the guise of inclusive 

education. Education systems need to recognise and acknowledge the influential 

relationship of attitudes and knowledges on leadership practice, and instill an 

expectation that principals perceive inclusive education in a way that is conducive to 

them being positioned as effective leaders for the construct.   

It is evident that the education system plays an influential role in the attitudes and 

knowledges of school principals, and this is precisely what education systems desire. 

Yet the point of influence noted in this study was significant. The findings suggest it is 

not policy pertaining to inclusive education that influences the way principals feel about 

and understand inclusive education, but rather the reality of the operational processes 

within systems that matter. Two influential modes of operation are noteworthy here. 

First, a system that situates inclusive education as an isolated, or perhaps segregated, 

reform agenda, without consideration for other systemic priorities, cannot stipulate that 

principals enact a universal philosophy of inclusive principles across all facets of the 

work occuring within their schools. Second, a system that endorses and resources 

special schools and other forms of segregated education, all under the guise of 

inclusive education, cannot obligate principals to enact practices that support the 

notion of full inclusion. Operational structures within education systems that do not 

reflect the rhetoric within their policies propel that rhetoric into redundancy. 

The role of the wider socio-political zeitgeist must also be acknowledged as a 

significant factor. Principals operate within a context influenced by a neo-liberal 

doctrine that privileges accountability, improvement and choice, over social justice 
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principles of equity and fairness. Their success as principals is measured in terms of 

quantifiable data across a narrow set of measurable standards, with results available 

for political and public scrutiny, and, unsurprisingly, this influenced the decisions the 

case study principals made as leaders for inclusive education. Until a time that sees 

the same value placed on the outcomes of inclusive education as are currently 

attached to specific sets of empirical data, the focus for principals will remain on 

improving the measures against which they, and their schools, are judged. 

The significance of the influence of the factors discussed here on the work of the 

case study principals cannot be understated. Principals were making decisions, each 

and every day, predicated on their attitudes and knowledges of a construct that has 

the capacity to empower or disenfranchise the children in their care. While principals 

expressed what appeared to be a genuine desire to provide what they considered to 

be the best education for all students, it was evident the practices they employed did 

not consistently facilitate successful inclusive outcomes for everyone. In addition, a 

small number of practices brought to the fore Mac Ruairc’s (2020) assertion that 

sometimes principals ‘engage in practices that are far from laudable’ (p. 67) to achieve 

what they perceive as the most desirable outcome, as judged by their school 

community, education system, and the socio-political contexts in which they operate. 

Principals live and work in a world where exclusion is a social phenomenon (Slee, 

2018b), and within educations systems that reflect this trend (Ainscow, 2020). This 

must be acknowledged by those who continue to locate responsibility for inclusive 

education at the feet of schools. To situate this idea within the Ecology of Inclusive 

Education (see Figure 2.2, p. 52), it is not reasonable to demand principals create and 

sustain inclusive practices within the exo- and micro-systems, whilst they continue to 

operate in contexts enveloped by a macro-system that maintains, and often promotes, 

exclusive practices. Yet large bureaucratic institutions persist in their endeavour to 

shift the onus of accountability to principals and schools, perhaps as a way to avoid 

scrutiny of their own practices, or perhaps because it equips them with a scapegoat 

for when the notion of inclusive education fails to transpire. Whatever the reason, it 

needs to change. Principals do have a part to play in the creation of sustainable 

schools that serve all students and must take some of responsibility for doing so, but 

they cannot redress the injustices of the world on their own.  
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6.2 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Inclusive education remains, after decades of debate, a disputed construct, a 

wicked problem, for which a unified solution has yet to be found. Consequently, the 

current zeitgeist finds the very notion of inclusive education being challenged by 

proponents of segregation (e.g. by advocates of special education and advocates of 

neo-liberal principles in education - see Boyle & Anderson, in press for a discussion 

on this). Inclusive schools require inclusive education systems (Yan & Sin, 2015) that 

recognise the critical role of leadership (Al-Mahdy & Emam, 2018), and, nurture, 

challenge and support principals to become innovative leaders for inclusive change. 

Krüger and Scheerens (2012) argue principals require their thinking to be challenged, 

and the values and understandings that underpin the base of their practices, tested. 

Preceding work with principals, education systems need to reflect on and transform 

their own practices. History illustrates that systems, particularly education systems, 

are resistant to change (Swayn, 2018). Yet the findings of this study signify the gravitas 

of this by virtue of the influential nature of the relationship between the actions of the 

system, and the attitudes, knowledges and ultimately the practices, of the principals. 

Researchers, policy makers, principals, educators, and wider school communities, all 

have a part to play. Without change in the behaviour of relevant stakeholders, 

changing the educational ‘outcomes for vulnerable groups of students is unlikely to be 

achieved’ (Ainscow, 2020, p. 15). The status quo must be challenged, and ideas, big 

ideas, should be put forward to disrupt current ways of thinking and doing inclusive 

education. The words of Bregman (2017) seem a fitting way to bring this thesis to a 

close: 

If we want to change the world we need to be unrealistic, unreasonable, 

and impossible. Remember: those who called for the abolition of slavery, 

for suffrage for women, and for same-sex marriage were also once branded 

as lunatics. Until history proved them right. (p. 264) 

 

The findings of this study contribute to the small base of knowledge on leadership for 

inclusive education, in the hope that one day, schools, the systems in which they 

operate, and communities at large, will be thriving, diverse, and inclusive places, for 

everyone.
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