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Abstract: The purpose of this article was to analyse the challenges primary and
subject teachers had experienced concerning the implementation of inclusive
education in Lithuanian primary schools, progymnasiums and gymnasiums. In this
study, 86 Lithuanian teachers reflected on their experiences of teaching in
heterogeneous classes. The data were collected from 13 group interviews. The
article highlights the challenges encountered by the primary and subject teachers in
implementing inclusive teaching. The findings were arranged under four themes.
Concerning teachers’ pedagogical competence, the teachers highlighted difficulties
in differentiating their teaching and including the students with special educational
needs in the classes” social peer networks. Teachers also pointed out the need for
multiprofessional collaboration and dialogue with parents. The themes were then
interpreted in the theoretical frames of teachers’ professional competences. At a
practical level, the study’s findings may help teacher educators understand the
teacher competences needed to implement inclusive education and support them to
develop existing teaching programs to target the successful implementation of
inclusive education. At a conceptual level, this study presents evidence for preparing
teachers to work in the conditions of striving towards inclusive education.
Keywords: Inclusive education, Students with special educational needs, Primary
teachers, Subject teachers, Improvement of teachers’ competencies.

Summary: Santrauka. Pagrindiné jtraukiojo ugdymo idéja - kokybiskas
ugdymas(is) ir lygios galimybés visiems mokiniams nepriklausomai nuo jy ugdymosi
poreikiy. Tarptautiniame kontekste atlikti $vietimo tyrimai (Miitti, Adreld, and

Uusiautti, 2018; Shepherd and West, 2016) rodo, kad mokytojams ir mokyklai kyla
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i$$tkiy jgyvendinant jtraukiojo ugdymo idéjas, iSryskéja poreikis tobulinti mokytojy
kompetencijas, kurios yra svarbios, siekiant sc¢kmingo jtraukiojo ugdymo
realizavimo mokykloje. Jtraukiojo ugdymo kontekste profesiniy kompetencijy
tobulinimosi poreikj jvardija ir patys Lietuvos mokykly mokytojai. Mokytojai
reflektuoja ugdymo procesa, todel svarbu analizuoti jy patirtis, siekiant atliepti jy
kompetencijy tobulinimosi poreikius.

Straipsnyje analizuojami i$$ukiai, kuriuos patyré pradinio ugdymo ir mokomuyjy
dalyky mokytojai jgyvendindami jtraukyjj ugdyma. Savo patirtis, ugdant mokinius
heterogeninése klasése, reflektavo 86 jvairiose Lietuvos miesty ir rajony mokyklose,
jvairiose bendrojo ugdymo (pradinio, pagrindinio, vidurinio) pakopose dirbantys
mokytojai, turintys vyresniojo mokytojo arba mokytojo metodininko kvalifikacine
kategorija. Straipsnyje pristatomo tyrimo duomenims rinkti taikytas sutelktyjy
grupiy (angl. Focus group) pusiau struktiiruotas interviu, leidZiantis atskleisti
pasirinkto tyrimo reiskinio plotme, nes tyrimo dalyviai, atsakydami j pateiktus
klausimus ir girdédami vieni kity atsakymus, gali papildomai komentuoti ir reaguoti
i kity tyrimo dalyviy perspektyvas (Bloor et al., 2001; Patton, 2002). Tyrimo
duomenys analizuoti, taikant teming analiz¢. Temos buvo konstruojamos remiantis
Allday, Neilsen-Gatti ir Hudson (2013) teoriniais samprotavimais apie s¢kmingam
jtraukiojo ugdymo jgyvendinimui batinus mokytojo gebéjimus. ] tai atsizvelgus,
straipsnyje apraomi radiniai buvo suskirstyti | keturias temas: Ugdymo
diferencijavimas ir mokymosi proceso individualizavimas; Mokiniy gerové
ugdymo(si) procese; Daugiaprofesinis komandinis darbas; Tévy ir mokytojy
dialogas.

Tyrimas atskleidé, kad mokytojai darbe susidaré su tam tikrais i§$ukiais: jtraukiojo
ugdymo jgyvendinimas buvo sudétingas, nes individualizuoto mokymosi, mokiniy
gerovés, daugiaprofesinio pozitirio j mokyma ir dialogo su tévais idéjos negaléjo buti
realizuotos tradiciniais mokytojy taikomais metodais ir ribotomis Ziniomis apie
mokiniy, turindiy specialiyjy ugdymosi poreikiy, ugdyma.

Tyrimo rezultatai padeda geriau suprasti vaidmenis, galimybes ir kliatis, su kuriomis
susiduria pradiniy klasiy ir dalyky mokytojai, ugdydami mokinius heterogeninése
klasése, numatyti badus, kaip suteikti tikslinga parama mokytojams, kaip pagerinti
mokytojy profesinj tobul¢jimg ir sprendimy priémimo nacionaliniu, savivaldybiy ir
mokykly bendruomeniy lygmeniu procesa, kad tai prisidéty prie sékmingo
jtraukiojo ugdymo jgyvendinimo. Be to, tyrimas praplecia kity tyréjy jzvalgas apie
jtraukiojo ugdymo jgyvendinima skirtinguose sociokultariniuose kontekstuose ir
skirtinguose bendrojo ugdymo etapuose. Remiantis tyrimo rezultatais mokytojams
jtraukiojo ugdymo srityje siiloma tobulinti ugdymo praktikos reflektavimo
kompetencija; gebéjima jgyvendinti socialinio konstrukty-vizmo idéjomis grista
mokyma(si), sickiant jgyti teigiamos jtraukiojo ugdymo patirties; mokytojo emocinj
intelekea, kuris vaidina svarby vaidmenj mokytojui saveikaujant su mokiniais ir jy
tévais; bendradarbiavimo ir komandinio darbo kompetencijas.

Keywords: T traukusis ugdymas, Mokiniai, Turintys specialiyjy ugdymosi
poreikiy, Pradiniy klasiy mokytojai, Mokomujy dalyky mokytojai, Mokytojy

kompetencijy tobulinimasis.



Introduction

Including children with disabilities in mainstream education has
been a global goal of educational reformists since 1990s, e.g. the
Salamanca Statement (Slee, 2001; UNESCO, 1994). The goal of
inclusion reflects the social model of disabilities, whereby society
takes account of the diversity of its members (Peters, 2007). Indeed,
the Program for International Student Assessment report (PISA) by
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD, 2011) showed that many well-performing education
systems have achieved good results while including marginalised
groups of students in mainstream education.

Among many other countries, Lithuania has reformed its
educational legislation to better serve the goal of inclusive education.
In this research, we ask what kinds of challenges primary and subject
teachers encounter when teaching in heterogeneous classes. How do
the teachers utilise the pedagogies related to inclusive education?
Based on our findings, we ponder what kinds of professional
competences would the teachers need, and are there any other kinds
of issues causing challenges for their teaching?

In Lithuania, the idea of inclusive education is fairly new. The
Lithuanian education system has been evolving towards a democratic
justice since the escape from Soviet Union regime in 1990. Until that,
the children with disabilities were placed in specialised boarding
schools, and the segregated education built barriers for the inclusion
of people with disabilities into society. School-aged children with
moderate or severe mental disorders as well as those in need of
particular care and attention would stay at home or be taken to
residential care homes where they would be looked after but not
educated. Due to the segregated school arrangements, the existence of
the people with disabilities was invisible to most Lithuanians
(Galkiené, 2017). The Law on Education of the Republic ot
Lithuania (1991) validated the right of school-aged children with
various developmental disorders to be educated in comprehensive
schools or in specialized schools close to their parents. In 1998, the
Law on Special Education of the Republic of Lithuania (Lietuvos
Respublikos specialiojo ugdymo jstatymas, 1998) laid the legal
foundation for the model of integrated education to transition from a
strictly segregated system to an educational system open to all learners
equally. Then the terms concerning the learners with various
developmental disorders were changed to learners with special
educational needs (SEN). The goal was to merge general and special
education into a common educational space (Monkevi¢iené et al.,
2017). Also, an intensive movement of school-aged children and
youngsters from families and care homes to general schools or special
education centres took place (Galkiené, 2017).

The Law Amending the Law on Education of the Republic of
Lithuania (2011) merged the two previous laws, the Law on
Education of the Republic of Lithuania and the Law on Special
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Education of the Republic of Lithuania. They evidence a sharp
tendency to pursue the expansion of inclusive education of learners
with SEN. Along with the National Education Strategy for 2013—
2022 (Valstybiné $vietimo 2013-2022 mety strategija, 2013), they
aim to promote diversity in educational establishments by creating
favourable learning conditions for all learners, according to their
needs and abilities. The Lithuanian legitimate terminology does not
include the term inclusive education. The terms special educational
needs (SEN) and educational assistance, which covers special, special
pedagogical, psychological, and social assistance, are used. There are
two forms of education for learners with special educational needs in
general education schools: education in a general class providing
necessary student support, and education in a special class, usually for
learners with intellectual disorders.

Determined by the Law Amending the Law on Education of the
Republic of Lithuania (2011), there are now three ways of
implementing the curricula in general classrooms: the general
curriculum and two levels of adjustment of it. The adjusted program
creates the conditions for a learner to acquire basic, secondary or
vocational education and/or qualification. Individualized program
constructs the studies of learners with mental disorders, by
individualizing pre-school, primary, and lower general secondary
curricula. The studies are designed in collaboration with the students
and their guardians. The Child Welfare Committees coordinate the
arrangements for education assistance. The committees consist of a
school leader, various specialists, teacher representatives, and
representatives of learners’ parents.

In Lithuania, teacher training for inclusive education is regulated
by two documents, Pedagogues’ Training Regulations (Pedagogy
rengimo reglamentas, 2018) and Descriptor of Teacher Qualification
Requirements (Reikalavimy mokytojy kvalifikacijai aprasas, 2014).
The Lithuanian teacher education consist of pedagogical studies as
well as subject knowledge and skills to identify “the specificities of
psycho-physical level of maturity and special needs of children and
pupils of a given age, recognizes pupils’ socialization, development
and learning difficulties and helps overcome them, is able to provide
psychological and pedagogical assistance...” (Galkien¢, 2017, p. 77).
Every teacher, either during the initial teacher education or as in-
service training, must complete a 60-hour course on Special Needs
Education and Psychology, approved by the Minister for Education,
Science and Sport.

Theoretical framework

Research conducted in international education contexts has
showed that the implementation of inclusion has certain challenges
(see Miittd, Adreld, and Uusiautti, 2018; Shepherd and West, 2016).
How does inclusion materialize in practice, for example, in the form
of student equity, participation, and sufficient support, is an
important question. However, the foundation of this is to solve what



do inclusive teacherhood and special education teacherhood
necessitate to be successful (Maittd, Adreld, and Uusiautti, 2018).
Earlier research in Lithuania has suggested that teachers have disbelief
in the abilities of students with disabilities, and, when talking about
personal interaction, they often seek to distance themselves from
these students and support segregationist ideas (AliSauskas and
Simkiené, 2013; Geleziniené, Ruskus, and Bal¢idnas, 2008;
Milteniené, 2004, 2008). Teachers lack competence in differentiating
and individualising their teaching (Ambrukaitis, 2004; Barkauskaité
and Sinkevi¢iené, 2012; Kaffemaniené and Lusver, 2004; Kiusaité
and Jaro$, 2012). Indeed, inclusion requires more and more versatile
skills and expertise from teachers, as well as profound understanding
about the ideology of inclusion (Miirti, Aireld, and Uusiautti,
2018).

In their study, Allday, Neilsen-Gatti, and Hudson (2013)
distinguished four global knowledge bases or skills that are necessary
to a teacher who implements the ideas of inclusive education. Firstly,
an inclusive teacher needs to be able to understand their role and
position as a teacher of diverse students and to possess basic
knowledge of special educational needs and the process by which the
support is planned and constructed. Secondly, teachers need the
competence of applying differentiated teaching methods when
working with diverse students. Similarly, Shani and Hebel (2016)
recognise the need for the competence of differentiated teaching
when implementing inclusive education. The third global knowledge
base is excellent classroom management when creating an optimal
classroom microclimate and the sense of safety in students (see also
Niemiec and Ryan, 2014). The fourth is the competence to work in
collaboration with other teachers and specialists. Likewise, the ability
to collaborate was identified as one of the crucial inclusive teacher’s
skills in an international project called Teacher Education for
Inclusion (Watkins and Donnelly, 2012).

Shani and Hebel (2016) see the teacher’s personal commitment
and a sense of responsibility towards all students as a crucial part of
the inclusive teacher’s professional identity. This argument resonates
with many previous studies related to teachers’ professional
development, in which the meaning of personal values, attitudes,
beliefs and experiences is acknowledged (e.g. Levin and He, 2008).
Teachers are seen as reflective practitioners, whose practical theories
consist of private personal knowledge as well as theoretical and
philosophical-ethical ~elements (Korkks, Kyr6-Ammili, and
Turunen, 2016), and they are made explicit to oneself during the
reflective discussions in teacher education (Jay and Johnson, 2002).
In the case of an inclusive teacher, the practical theory would include
the ability to recognise and reflect the factors that support or hinder
the inclusion of all students (cf. Shani and Hebel, 2016).

Methodology
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Research purpose and questions

The purpose of this research is to analyse the situation of inclusive
education in Lithuania and to provide research-based ideas of how to
develop it qualitatively. We asked Lithuanian teachers to describe
their experiences in practice. The following research question was set
for this research: Whar kind of challenges have primary and subject
teachers encountered when implementing inclusive education?

Research settings and participants

Research question was answered by analysing data obtained
through focus group interviews among Lithuanian teachers. This
research is part of a broader study that aims to increase understanding
teacher’s needs to improve competencies. This study has received
funding from European Social Fund project ‘Development of
General and Subject-Specific Competencies of General Education
Teachers’ (No. 09.4.2-ESFA-V-715-02-0001). Project organized by
The Education Development Centre acting under the Ministry of
Education, Science and Sport of Lithuania. The aim of the project is
to provide conditions for general education schoolteachers to develop
their general and subject-specific competences, as well as to improve
the Lithuanian system of teacher qualification.

The teachers were purposively invited to join the research by
criterion sampling (Patton, 2015). The teachers were to fulfil at
following selection two criteria: 1) teachers in the Senior Teacher’s or
Teacher-Methodologist qualification categories. and 2) teachers were
participating in in-service training (various seminars and training
courses) to improve their competences. In addition, both primary
education and subject teachers were invited. E-mail invitations to
participate in the research were sent off to all 92 teachers, who had
been selected by the Education Development Centre methodologists.
Eighty-six teachers expressed their agreement for participation. Their
teaching experience ranged from four to 42 years. The teachers were
working in primary education (grades 1-4) and in secondary
education (grades 5-12 and I-IV gymnasium). The participants came
from different towns and centres of districts in Lithuania.

Data collection

The focus group interview (FGI) method was chosen for this
research because it was considered to allow a vivid discussion about
the chosen research problem (Patton, 2015). The teachers were
divided into focus groups (N=13) according to their subject area. In
the FGIs, the teachers of the same subject area were able to comment
and react to the other participants’ perspectives (Gibbs, 2012). Two
researchers participated in each FGI. At the beginning of every
discussion, research participants were given detailed information on
the research and the participants signed a consent form. The
researchers presented themselves, the objectives and the detailed



interview procedures, including the use of data and the research
ethics. The discussion moderator was the main interviewer, whereas
the second researcher, an active observer and listener of the
discussion, was able to become involved in the discussion and present
specifying or additional questions. In the interviews, the teachers
were asked to consider their most difficult matters while teaching in
mainstream classes. The main questions asked from the participants
were, for example: What is the hardest part of teaching children a
particular subject? Why do you think so? What kind of help would
you require? The researchers asked additional questions on the
matter. Their purpose was to unveil the exact difficulties the teachers
faced when implementing the ideas of inclusive education in
Lithuanian general education schools. During the discussions, the
researchers sought to create a safe atmosphere and encouraged the
participants to share their experiences (Zeichner, 2001).

The FGIs were conducted between June and December 2017. The
discussions were conducted in Lithuanian and recorded with a voice
recorder. Altogether, thirteen focus group interviews were organised.
On average, the discussions lasted two and half hours. All the FGIs
were transcribed verbatim for analysis. The date have been preserved
in separate files whilst fully respecting the rules on confidentiality and
anonymity. Table 1 presents the research participants by subject. In
our data excerpts, we show the focus group of the interview, for
example, Primary education teachers’ interview.
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Table 1
Focus group interview participants
Study participants by subject Number of focus groups | Number of teachers | Teaching experience
Primary education teachers 1 8 442 years
Languages (native, foreign) teachers 3 18 7-38 years
Mathematics teachers, information technology teachers 2 19 5-33 years
Natural sciences (biology, physics, chemistry) teachers, physical education teachers 2 12 8-21 years
Social sciences (history, geography) teachers, ethics teachers 3 20 10-34 years
Art teachers, technologies teachers 2 9 4-11 years
Total 13 86




Data analysis

At first, a thematic reading of the data was used, and the themes
were constructed through the theories of inclusive teaching. In the
interpretative reading of the pedagogical themes, the conceptual
context was the theories of teachers’ professional competences and
identity. Data analysis was conducted using thematic qualitative
analysis (Vaismoradi, Turunen, and Bondas 2013), which was guided
by the theoretical considerations of inclusive pedagogy following the
main themes expressed of Allday, Neilsen-Gatti, and Hudson (2013).
According to Vaismoradi, Turunen, and Bondas (2013), thematic
analysis is useful because it involves the search for and identification
of common threads that extend across an entire set of interviews, in
our case across FGI data. In the first step, the data were read through
several times to give the researchers an overall comprehension of the
data. The second step was to reduce and categorise the respondents’
statements in relation to the content’s meaning (O’Reilly, Ronzoni,
and Dogra 2013). Preliminary data analysis was performed by the
Lithuanian researchers separately. The third step was to make a
critical analysis of the preliminarily established sub-themes to form
more general themes, comparing them to theories of inclusive
teaching. At this stage, all the researchers worked together. The
researchers compared the preliminary sub-themes and themes to
detect discrepancies between the researchers. The different
interpretations of the data were resolved during mutual reflective
discussions. Table 2 illustrates an example of the analytical process.
The interview data that found its way into this article have translated
from Lithuanian to English.
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Table 2
Example of the data analysis
Interview excerpts Reduced citation Sub-themes Themes
A teacher prepares for his lesson and also has to prepare tasks additionally for A teacher perceives the .
. g . . ; . ) Additional
eight pupils with special needs, the disorders of which are completely preparation of tasks for pupils ceparation for

different; you've got to picture how extended the day of a teacher becomes with SEN as additional, time- prep ) o

L, i ). ) : lessons Differentiation of
[Social sciences and ethics teachers’ interview]. consuming work ceachi d
- - — —— caching an

[...] when there are children of different capacities, different abilities, [...] For the teacher it is difficult to individualisation of

some of them work well and do all the tasks, communicate, while the others . i . Difficulties in
o ’ . differentiate the tasks for pupils | ;. o
cannot even understand what all this is about. Thus, to tailor this lesson to differentiating tasks

very diverse children, who [...] can be in different levels, is a challenge [Social at different levels of for SEN pupils

achievement

learning process

sciences and ethics teachers’ interview].




Differentiation of teaching and

In the following chapters, the themes describing the teachers’
challenges in implementing inclusive education are described in
detail. In addition, they are analysed through the dimensions linked
to inclusive teaching and pedagogy in previous research.

Results

The teachers who participated in the study revealed their personal
experiences in the area of inclusive education. The following work
presents these teachers’ different insights regarding the
implementation of the inclusive education process. Based on the data
analysis, four themes and their sub-themes, which describe
quintessential challenges arising to teachers in their educational
practice, were distinguished. They are introduced in Figure 1.

In the following chapters, the themes describing the teachers’
challenges in implementing inclusive education are described in
detail. In addition, they are analysed through the dimensions linked
to inclusive teaching and pedagogy in previous research.

*Motivating every student
«Dafferentiating tasks for students” at dufferent levels of

individualisation of learning process achievements

The student’s well-being in the
educational process

Multiprofessional teamwork

Dialogue between parents and
teachers

»The matenial resources fo respond to a student’s abality

*Including a students with SEN into the classroom community
* Developing every student’s individual agency

+The need for teaching assistants in heterogeneous classes
+The need for collaboration with experts

= Getting some parents to accept thewr children’s disabality
+Involving the parents” of SEN children with their child’s
educational process

Figure 1

The primary and subject teachers’ challenges in implementing inclusive education

Difterentiation of teaching and individualisation of the learning
process

In the first theme, ‘differentiation of teaching and
individualisation of the learning process’, one of the main challenges
experienced by several teachers was the difficulty of motivating every
student. For example one teacher, talking about students with SEN,
noted that it is difficult to get them involved in the prepared tasks: 7
is difficult, for example, there is some task, he doesn’t want to
perform it, no matter what, then you ask him to model something
from clay’. [Art and technologies teachers’ interview]. Here the
teacher had difficulties taking the student’s desires into
consideration, because she saw that the topic she had planned, i.c. an
item to be sculptured from the clay, was the main goal for the lesson.
According to the principles of inclusive teaching, an alternative way
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of interpreting the learning goal would be to practise sculpturing or
enhancing the students’ artistic views. Then the outcome’s form
could be individual and moulded according to the students’ interests
(see e.g. Florian and Spratt, 2013).

Another challenge for the teachers was the difficulty to
differentiate the tasks for students at different achievement levels:

[...] when there are children of different capacities, different abilities, with
differences inperception or their emotional intellect, [...] some of them work
well and do all the tasks,communicate, while the others cannotr even
understand what all this is about. Thus, to tailorthis lesson to very diverse
children, who [...] can be at different levels, is a challenge. [Socialsciences and
ethics teachers’ interview].

Another example of challenges linked to differentiation shows that
teachers may plan teacher-led lessons, in a way that all the students
are dependent on the teacher’s verbal instructions:

[...] those of a higher level are already standing behind my back and pulling
my skirt. ‘Whatshall we do now?” I am giving them a new task, but I don’t
even have time to explain to them,because I already have to keep on
explaining. [...] But, picture that the children of a higherlevel were able to do
5-6 pages per lesson. Whereas others, completed only [...] 2-3 linesand that
with my continuous (support) ... you still need to push. [Primary education
teachers’interview].

Another teacher said: 7...J until I sit with Aleksiejus, he works,
writes something, when only I leave him he does not do anything
again, but I cannot pay all my attention only to him’[Language
teachers’ interview]. The teachers in aforementioned excerpts have
difficulties to plan the lesson in a way that takes into consideration
the students’ diverse needs. In inclusive teaching, a teacher uses
various ways of studying (e.g. flexible peer groups), gives literal or
visual instructions and differentiates the target group and the
instruction intensity (see e.g. Lakkala and Miittd, 2011). In inclusive
teaching, the various goals for students are set by keeping an eye on
the students’ learning process and finding the individual strengths in
each student (Tjernberg and Mattson, 2014).

In differentiation, the third issue was the lack of material resources
with which to respond to students’ learning abilities. The teachers
brought up the need for additional and differentiated material.

A teacher gets ready for a lesson and he must additionally prepare, well, say,
tasks for eightpupils with special needs, for pupils whose disorders are
completely different; only imaginehow prolonged the day of a teacher
becomes. [Social sciences and ethics teacher’s interview].

We don’t have any methodological material [...]. If we find any text, an
exercise on the internet,we give it to a child. [Language teachers’ interview].

The teachers pointed out that the number of textbooks suitable for
students with SEN is insufficient in Lithuania. Moreover, they noted
a lack of methodological aids containing tasks adapted for students
with different abilities.



The students’ well-being in the educational process

The second theme of challenges was taking care of ‘students” well-
being in the educational process’ in the mainstream class. Many
teachers found it challenging to include a child with SEN in the
classroom community. Several teachers considered behavioural
problems to be the most difficult when it comes to building
relationships with peers:

Well, if there isn’t the one who, for example, shrieks, shouts, hits, bangs or if
a child camewith a problem, with special needs, he hits, throws his book at
children, tears — all attention,I calm him down—when it comes to teaching
and attention to all other children, it’s gone.[...] Therefore, the greatest
problem is those children with special needs. To integrate them.We
understand that it is a problem. We do not reject them [..] [Primary
education teachers’interview].

Our results indicate that the teachers lack the kinds of methods
that support student’s socio-emotional development and social skills.
For example, in Vitalaki, Kourakos, and Hart’s (2018) resecarch,
teaching methods such as talking, exchanging ideas orally, role-play
and working in student groups helped the students to develop
positive social performance such as confidence and empathy towards
peers.

In some of our group interviews, teachers brought up the problem
of some teachers’ negative attitudes towards students with SEN.

[...] there are others, they simply don’t love these children |[...]. This is a
child, who does notbring me [a teacher’s] profit, will not raise the academic
level of my class. So, he is not a childprofitable to me, |[...] so he disturbs my
lesson [...] not able to manage classroom. Teachers|...] do not understand
that they reject, they think they put a lot of effort into upbringing, butreally,
that body language perhaps betrays them. I can say that I include them very
much, but/...]. [Primary education teachers’ interview].

According to previous research, teachers’ own feelings of
competence in teaching diverse learners and attitudes towards
inclusive education have a relatively strong positive connection (e.g.
Malinen, 2013). In addition, exam-oriented school culture is seen as a
hindrance to inclusive education (see Miles and Singal, 2010). On the
other hand, teachers felt that sometimes the difficulties of increasing
understanding among peers were due to the general instructions
given by the educational authorities:

The children, who are around, sec that the child is different anyway.
According to all the requirements,it turns out that you can'’t tell children
that he is autistic [...]. And when we ask [fromthe special education teacher]:
‘How to tell those children, using which words, what should wedo?” They
say: ‘Well, tell them that he is different’. Then: In what way of “different”?
Whateverit is, but the children see it anyway. [Primary education teachers
interview].

In the theme of taking care of students’ well-being, the teachers
found the development of every child’s individual agency to be
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another challenge. The teachers noticed that it is not enough that the
students follow orders. The students also need to learn how to
implement the learned knowledge or strategy autonomously:

I noticed that, in a one-on-one relationship, they do everything, use all the
tools, whereaswhen they get back to their classroom they forget everything. 1
think that it is necessary toteach a child to use those means in the classroom.
[Primary education teachers’ interview].

[...] I do not know, he learns according to a modified program, but there is
something notconnected |[...] he needs constant attention, he needs to sit
side by side [with the teacher][...]. I do not know how it works for others,
but it is very difficult for me. [Mathematics andinformation technology
teachers’ interview].

These examples shed light on the need of multifaceted goals in
inclusive teaching. Students’ self-regulation skills are not only
important for learning outcomes but also crucial predictors of future
adults’ agency and engagement in society (cf. Skinner, Pitzer, and
Steele, 2016). Still, an inclusive teacher needs the skill to adjust the
learning tasks to student’s individual level (Lakkala, Uusiautti &
Maiittd, 2016).

Multiprofessional teamwork

In the third theme, the challenges in ‘multiprofessional teamwork’
were identified. The majority of teachers pointed out the importance
of professional teaching assistants (TAs). Teachers saw the class
management as very difficult if they were to work alone with diverse
students. Some teachers would have liked to instruct the weaker
students while the TAs’ could assist the more advanced students.

[...] a teaching assistant [...] can help not only the pupils with special
educational needs [..]1 can work with the group of children, who have
difficulties, butr he can work with those whohave understood what needs to
be done [...] but he is not available. [Natural sciences andphysical education
teachers’ interview].

Other teachers, conversely, preferred to concentrate their
professional experience on more advanced students and let the TA
support those with certain difficulties:

[...] if we integrate children with special needs, [...] every one of us [teachers]
must have an individual assistant as well. Now, when you are explaining to all
on the blackboard, at the very same moment, four guys (SEN students) are
already working on the computer. At that moment, I am not able to instruct
the four students who are on the computer, because I have to show the
others the following steps in the blackboard |[...]. [Mathematics and
information technology teachers’ interview].

According to our data, one of the most relevant problems in
teaching heterogeneous classes is the division of time and intensity
used for students’ instruction (e.g. Lakkala & Maiited, 2011).
Moreover, more than one supervising adult is often needed (e.g.
Booth and Ainscow, 2002). Implementing inclusive education



requires competence to apply various teaching methods during the
lessons, for example station working, co-operative learning and
scaffolding (Tomlinson and Moon, 2013). A strategy of instruction
based on the students’ learning process is essential. Varying different
methods teachers can address TAs” supporting tasks and concentrate
on, for example, instructing the groups of students who are studying
in their proximal zone of learning (Lakkala & Maitti, 2011).

However, in the context of the research data, in spite of having a
TA, some teachers also highlighted the importance of the TA’s
professional competence:

I personally know from my experience that assistants hinder and don’t assist,
because they do everything for the pupil. Then you must teach that assistant
[...]. Our goal is to remove that [pupil’s need for help] as quickly as possible

[...]. [Primary education teachers’ interview].

Indeed, there has been much debate about TAs” deployment and
appropriate role when supporting the learning of students with SEN
in mainstream schools (see e.g. Webster et al, 2010). Teachers’
notions in our research bring out the importance of developing
support in the classroom and the education of both teachers and
TASs’ (cf. Takala, 2007).

In the theme of multiprofessional teamwork, the need for
collaboration with experts also emerged. In a heterogeneous class,
there are manifold problems, and one teacher cannot manage them all
(Lakkala and Kyro-Ammili, 2017), as can be seen in the research
data:

Why are we inclined to put everything on our own shoulders? [...] If there is
a (student with) disorder, then perhaps you should get some professional
assistance in the educational process. Here, a teacher sometimes becomes
helpless. [Social sciences and ethics teachers’ interview].

Teachers in our research, based on their needs, also sketched new
kinds of professional profiles for experts who could support their
teaching. The teachers see their own pedagogical competence and
knowledge base as inappropriate for the current circumstances in
their classes:

[...] actually, that might be a solution and jobs could be created, if some
consultant would be made available [...] because I need to search now, if a
child is aggressive out there, what I need to do. In order that I would not
violate children’s rights. [Primary education teachers’ interview].

In heterogencous classes, teachers need continuous pedagogical
discussions with colleagues and other experts. Through those
reflections, it is possible to identify the potential obstacles for
students’ learning and problems in behaviour at early stage
(Tjernberg and Mattson, 2014).

Dialogue between parents and teachers
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Finally, the fourth theme was named as ‘dialogue between parents
and teachers’. Teachers confronted many kinds of problems in trying
to discuss children’s troubles with their families. Sometimes it was
difficult for teachers to involve parents of children with SEN in the
educational process, because parents may deny the child’s disability.
Some teachers noted:

It would be good, if a child went to the [Pedagogical-Psychological] service
with his parents, and had those papers [official decision of SEN]. How many
parents [...] don’t receive any support for their child? [...] I, for example, had
in my class one with papers [official decision] about special needs, and 1
actually had five [pupils with special educational needs but without an
official decision of SEN]. [Primary education teachers’ interview].

The worst thing is when parents don’t want to acknowledge the emotional
state of their child, for example, depression, which we detect at the very
beginning and tell the parents straightaway. Parents just say: ‘Come on, he’s
ok.’ [Social sciences and ethics teachers’ interview].

Some teachers tried to understand the parents’ motives for denial:
‘Parents are afraid of all the Pedagogical Psychological Services. |[...]
they have the greatest guilt, what kind of a father or mother 1
am.’ [Primary education teachers’ interview]. Teachers were also
aware that sometimes the communication about the student is
negatively coloured: 7...J because, once again [parents may think]:
“How many positive things have I heard about my child and how
many negative things?” [Social sciences and ethics teachers
interview]. Along with the idea of inclusive education, the
importance of including families in educational decision-making has
become obvious (Tjernberg and Mattson, 2014). Teachers are usually
the first professionals to detect problems at school and thus the first
ones to contact their pupils’ guardians. Our results are consistent
with previous research that indicates that teachers experience their
competence to collaborate with parents inadequate (Miller, Coleman,
and Mitchell, 2018).

Discussion and Conclusions

Based on our findings, the teachers encountered certain challenges
in their work that seemed to be based on the methods they used in
the current situation. The implementation of inclusion was
challenging because the ideas of individualized learning, student’s
well-being, multiprofessional approach for teaching, and dialogue
with parents could not be met with traditional teacher-led methods
and limited special educational knowledge. Figure 2 summarises our
results under three themes: the current situation, the teacher’s
challenges and the solutions based on inclusive pedagogy to meet the
challenges in heterogeneous classes.

We have described the teachers’ own perceptions of their
pedagogical challenges while teaching in heterogeneous classes. We
have viewed the actions in the light of previous research, in order to
get an idea of teachers’ performance in terms of inclusive pedagogy.



Current situation

Teacher uses teacher-led
methods; sets same/concrete
outputs as the aim for the

lesson
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knowledge-based goals of
teaching; teacher gives one-
way instructions in one-to-
one teaching situations

Teacher does not have/know
how to work with TA or
other professional; does not
know how to engage parents

™
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Our results revealed that the pedagogical situations in heterogeneous
classes are extremely multifaceted and involve various pedagogical
choices to be made by the teachers. The knowledge and skills needed
among the teachers in this research resonate with the results of
Allday, Neilsen-Gatti, and Hudson (2013), described in the
beginning of this study. Indeed, also other researchers have found out
that one of the main difficulties when implementing inclusive
education is the insufficient preparedness of teachers to work in ever-
changing educational environments and respond to every student’s
unique needs (Pit-ten Cate et al., 2018; Shani and Hebel, 2016).
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self-regulation skalls
s "
[ The engagement of school management
Multiprofessional and administrative authorities to
teamwork: Dialogue develop a collaborative school culture,
between parents and create teams, co-teaching and teachers’
teachers dialogical skills and ensure appropriate
_ resources
Figure 2

Summary of themes and the pedagogical conceptualisation of the solutions to meet the challenges

in heterogeneous classes

The idea of inclusive education has changed the paradigm of
teaching and renewed the concept of teacherhood in a profound way
(e.g. Lakkala, Uusiautti, and Miittd, 2016; Slee, 2001). This change
in teachers’ thinking became visible in our research data also.
According to our findings, the teachers’ decisions need to base on
their diverse students’ developing learning processes (see also Allday,
Neilsen-Gatti, and Hudson, 2013). This leads us to the conclusion
that inclusive teachers’ professional development is dependent on
their ability reflect their work constantly (Tjernberg and Mattson,
2014). Hence, the first wider competence we address to inclusive
teachers is the competence of reflection. While the inclusive teachers,
through reflective thinking, create the pedagogical knowledge based
on their students’ needs, ontologically their starting point is the
socio-constructivist approach. It means that the people involved in
the school’s everyday life socially construct the knowledge (Brydon-



Acta Paedagogica Vilnensia, 2019, vol. 43, ISSN: 1392-5016 / 1648-665X

Miller, Greenwood, and Maguire, 2003). The socio-constructivist
learning concept is in line with the ontological basis of inclusion (the
social model of disabilities) where the assumption is that obstacles in
learning and participation are produced socially and they are
dependent on the reactions of the society (Booth and Ainscow,
2002). Thus, the second wider inclusive teacher’s competence can be
defined as the ability to implement teaching methods leaning on the
Socio-constructivist learning in order to gain positive experiences of
implementing inclusive education (see also Galkiené, 2017).

The third inclusive teacher’s competence we bring up in our
research is a teacher’s emotional intelligence, which provides an
important framework to view how teachers encounter students and
their parents. People with higher levels of emotional intelligence also
report more positive interactions in their social relationships and are
able to support others’ emotional abilities, too (e.g., Penrose, Perry,
and Ball, 2007; Vesely, Saklofske, and Leschied, 2013). This
competence is conducted from the findings indicating the teachers’
challenges in engaging the students with SEN to the class community
and overall catering the students’ socio-emotional needs at school.
For example, according to Monkevi¢iené et al. (2017), following the
values of dignity, respect towards differences, acceptance and equality,
the teachers create a warm, democratic, and supportive microclimate
in the classroom as a community. Moreover, Skinner, Pitzer, and
Steele (2016) point out that students’ relatedness will strengthen
when they have chances to talk and listen to each other, share
learning experiences and are given emotional support.

The fourth inclusive teacher’s competence we highlight in our
conclusions is the competence of collaboration and multiprofessional
teamwork. The teachers in our research stressed difficulties in
collaboration with parents as well as other teachers (e.g. special
education teacher). They lacked the help and support of other experts
and they had various perceptions of how to collaborate with other
adults at school (e.g. TA’s). The demand of (multiprofessional)
collaboration is one of the most profound changes that has actualised
along with the inclusive education. For a long time, the prevailing
trend for teachers was to work alone, and the ability to manage alone
the group of students was even an index of a teacher’s professionalism
(cf. Hargreaves, 2000). However, according to previous research,
multiprofessional and collaborative working practice is challenging.
The different knowledge basis in various professions and the differing
ways to interpret situations and solve problems may cause uncertainty
among the professionals and lead to withdrawal from the
collaboration (Edwards, Lunt, and Stamou, 2010; Rose and Norwich,
2014). In addition, to collaborate with other adults and parents is not
merely a question of an individual teacher’s competence.
Collaboration is also strongly related to the school culture in general,
and thus needs attention when the legislative frames and curricula in
educational systems are renewed.

Certain limitations exist in this research that are worth discussing.
Although the focus group interview data appeared rich and allowed



teachers express their opinions and perceptions freely, it is good to
remember that the teachers were recruited from a certain type of
group of teachers purposefully.

Regarding other reliability criteria for research, to allow
transferability (see Shenton, 2004), we have described the most
important historical developments of the implementation of
inclusion in Lithuania. This was to help the reader to understand the
findings that aroused from the focus group interview data among
Lithuanian teachers. Qualitative research is rarely totally repeatable
but naturally, in this research too, the purpose has been to report the
data collection in sufficient detail. More importantly, we have used
researcher triangulation to make sure that the findings emerge from
the data. Also data excerpts as a part of findings were added to
illustrate confirmability (Shenton, 2004). The overall purpose has
been to credibly describe the current challenges encountered by
Lithuanian teachers when implementing inclusive education.

Since the previous research has pointed out the significance of
teachers’ values and attitudes (e.g. Tjernberg and Mattson, 2014), it
would have been interesting to interpret the teachers’ indirect
expressions when they were describing quite straightforward practical
situations. Still, in order to make interpretations, we would also have
needed additional data, for example class observations.

Lithuania has reformed its compulsory education at a rapid pace.
In many other European countries, there have been difficulties in
adopting the paradigm of inclusive education (e.g. Slee, 2001;
Shepherd and West, 2016). Now Lithuania has introduced a new
concept of teacher education to better meet the needs of an inclusive
school system (The Good School Concept, 2015; Pedagogues
Training Regulations, 2018). When reforming education, besides the
initial teacher education, teachers’ in-service training becomes
important. In our data, many teachers had their teacher training
before the Lithuanian education reforms took place. In Lithuania,
teachers are obliged to have five days of in-service training yearly. In
addition, they can have their pedagogical performance evaluated and
may acquire a new qualification category. In Lithuania, if a teacher
consistently develops their professional competence, it leads to a
higher salary and better career opportunities (European Agency for
Special Needs and Inclusive Education, n.d.). These kinds of
incentives are likely to strengthen the teachers’ willingness to develop
their professional competence. In addition, the quality and the
systematic nature of teachers” in-service training will still be crucial
when trying to overcome the challenges identified by the teachers.
The successful experiences of teaching in heterogeneous classes are
likely to improve the teachers’ attitudes towards students with SEN
and to diverse learners overall (Avramidis and Kalyva, 2007).

This research helps to better understand the role, possibilities and
obstacles that primary and subject teachers face while teaching in
heterogeneous classes. It also helps to foresee ways to enhance
teachers’ professional development and the role of national,
municipal and school community-level decision making contributing
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to successful implementation of inclusive education. This research is
valuable because it broadens the theoretical insights of previous
researchers about the implementation of inclusive education in
different sociocultural contexts and the implementation of inclusive
education at different stages of general education. In addition, the
research data can help to provide targeted support for teachers to help
them make inclusive education work in practice.

Further research could focus on revealing the supportive and
disruptive factors affecting the experiences of inclusive education for
students and parents in education, which would allow seeing more
diverse perspectives of implementing the process of inclusive
education. Further research could also relate to analysing the school
management’s role in inclusive school settings, which would allow
seeing the process of inclusive education from more varied
perspectives.
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Notes

1 In Lithuania, there are the four different qualification categories teachers
can aspire to: 1. Teacher (mokytojas); 2. Senior Teacher (vyresnysis
mokytojas); 3. Teacher-Methodologist (mokytojas metodininkas); 4.
Teacher-Expert (mokytojas ekspertas). These qualification categories
represent career steps associated with specific responsibilities and a
salary supplement.
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