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Abstract

After the Salamanca Declaration, integration was replaced with inclusion as an aim in
Norwegian education policy. Since then, Norwegian education has sought to achieve the goal
that every child and every student is included in the ordinary education and receives a
satisfying learning environment. This study presents and analyses some of the fundamental
attitudes and thoughts about inclusion in the Norwegian education system, where inclusion is
considered an enrichment both for the student and for the environment (kindergarten,
school, society). Through both the official document on education and relevant literature, the
article presents examples that show that the Norwegian approach could be considered as an
interesting model for realizing an effective inclusive learning environment. The article
presents in the same time reflections about the fact that, however, there is still a gap between
the ideal and the practice. The literature highlights the main reason for this as related to
teachers’ competence. Suggestions about how to reduce this gap are presented.

Introduction

In the Norwegian context inclusion is a concept that involves all children, grounded on the
understanding that each child is different and that children can learn and behave differently
because of their different types of intelligence®. The Norwegian policy guidelines present an
inclusive learning environment as a value for all and make an effort to remove barriers to
learning and enhance participation for all?. In education, the term inclusion is used to describe
a situation where the school guarantees a teaching approach that can give each child or
student a satisfactory educational offer®. Even if inclusion is usually presented as a possible
advantage for the included subject, the literature underlines how it also positively modifies
the entire environment, whether it be a kindergarten, school or society itself*.

However, some aspects must be considered to realise actual inclusion. This article intends to
introduce a short historical evolution of the term inclusion in Norway to provide evidence of
the connection between inclusion and society. Then, the article will analyse those aspects that
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are important in an inclusion perspective and present some keywords that are considered
fundamental, at least in Norway, for making inclusion a reality.

A historical perspective of the inclusive learning environment

In Norway, the socially inclusive environment was constructed nationally, and in particular the
care of children with disabilities was linked to a universal schooling policy®. The universal
schooling policy can be regarded as a tool for reducing differences in the population, both
social and economic. With this goal, a common primary school was established in the 19th
century®. In 1881 a law was established that stated seven years of education were required
for everyone, with the idea that the unitary school should be increasingly considered a part of
the nation-building process’. From 1881 to 1975 a dual school system legislation existed,
where the possibility to be included in an ordinary school or special school was established
through I1Q tests®.

In 1955, influenced by the Salamanca statement?®, the arrangement of special education in
specific schools or special classes was identified as a municipal duty. Normalisation was
defined more and more as not just living like others but living between them°, As Befring
describes??, it was a mirror of society that had at its core an ideal of social equity. If we look
at an individual plan, great emphasis was placed on individual autonomy and freedom, and
this had the consequence that it became even more difficult to define what is normal since
individualisation “means that normal life is about to be resolved up into a greater plurality of
juxtaposed lifestyles” 2.

In 1975 the Integration law was established, and the Act of special schools abolished. An
educational act established the right to special education for those who needed it, preferably
in the mainstream school®3. In the 1990s the special schools closed down. Special institutions
were also closed down, and services for the disabled were integrated into the general offer.

In 2008 a survey revealed that “about 97% of all Norwegian students aged 6-16 attend the
common, free mainstream school, run by the local educational authorities. In that respect the
Norwegian school system is among the most inclusive in the world. No child, even if he or she
is disabled, can be denied access to the local school”**. However, this does not mean that
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everything is perfect, nor that further steps forward in the process of inclusion should not be
made?®.

How to realise an inclusive learning environment

It is important to analyse the aspects that are important for realising a real inclusive learning
environment.

Three conditions for inclusion

In current Norwegian school and kindergarten, the desire is to include every child and
therefore place all the children together in a social community. The educational activities are
carried out so that everyone participates, but each child (or each student) receives different
learning outcomes or has a different degree of participation. However, it is not possible to
actually control child's personal experience of inclusion. This is quite important, because the
choice of physically placing a child with others into an educational programme from which the
child receives no benefit can lead to the child not having an experience of being included.
Through what is called integration, the child develops a feeling of segregation instead of
inclusion. In fact, integration and inclusion mean two different things: integration means that
the school is able to provide its education to all children in the same place, while inclusion
means that schools are able to provide a satisfactory school offer to all children, so that no
one is excluded?®.

We can, for example, consider children with Downs Syndrome who receive special education
as part of strengthening ordinary education. Although it is known that benefits related to
learning (for example, related to language) come from inclusion, and that children with
developmental disabilities are well accepted by their peers, it has also been highlighted that
they are almost never seen as "best friends"?’. This implies a need for a detailed analysis of
the situation in order to support the cultural, social and personal development of these
children in the best possible way. This can be achieved by increasing teachers' competence,
as teacher's lack of knowledge can have the consequence of limiting child's social belonging
in the classroom environment!& 12,

This highlights that, when looking more closely at inclusion, children with special needs’
physical presence in a classroom is not sufficient. To realise a real inclusion, three conditions
should be defined?°. These three conditions are: social inclusion, academic and linguistic
inclusion and psychological inclusion. Social inclusion is about the child being a real participant
in the social community. Academic and linguistic inclusion is about the child participating in
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the educational activity or participating in the same way as the others, and psychological
inclusion is about the child personally experiencing inclusion?®.

A real inclusive learning environment through inclusive practice: focus on the
organisation

It is clearly important that inclusion is not just a word, but that it becomes realty. For this
reason it is important to talk about inclusive practice??. To succeed in creating an inclusive
practice, it is important that the kindergarten or school has a vision that everyone should feel
included. Mitchell?® mentions, among other things, that the vision of inclusion must be
anchored in the management of the school or kindergarten; the activities must be organised
with inclusion in focus, following the suggestions contained in the educational guidelines. In
fact, in the documents that present the contents and pedagogical approaches that should be
used in education, inclusion is clearly presented.

The main document for Norwegian kindergartens is the Framework Plan for Kindergarten?4. It
states:

“Kindergartens shall use diversity as a resource in their pedagogical practices and
support, empower and respond to the children according to their respective cultural and
individual circumstances.”?

For schools, the main document is the Core Curriculum?®, and it states:

“School shall give pupils historical and cultural insight that will give them a good
foundation in their lives and help each pupil to preserve

and develop her or his identity in an inclusive and diverse environment.

Insight into our history and culture is important for developing the identities of pupils
and their belonging in society. The pupils shall learn about the values and traditions which
contribute to uniting people in our country.”?”

Mitchell further describes that the school or kindergarten must actively work to create an
inclusive practice, and this means that everyone affiliated with the kindergarten or school
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shows acceptance, which means to understand and believe that everyone has their natural
place in the community?.

Literature highlights that when organising an inclusive practice, it is important to facilitate that
as many children and young people as possible have a psychological experience of inclusion?
30, This means that the educational practices should be organised flexibly, where for flexible
is described a situation where all the children and students spend some time together with
the whole class or group, some time in groups with different skill levels, and some time in
groups with equal skill levels. In the groups with equal skill levels it is highlighted the
importance of all children and students receiving individual adaptations3?.

A real inclusive learning environment through inclusive practice: focus on the
relationship

If we focus on what can be relevant for building a real learning inclusive environment, we
should consider that teacher’s role is fundamental for supporting children’s learning32. This
means that the relation between teacher and child or teacher and student should show some
specific elements that lead to an inclusive environment. In accordance with what presented
before in the section related to organization, the teacher should be inspired by the
educational guidelines as the Framework for Kindergarten and the Core Curriculum, and teach
to all the children that human diversity is natural and expected and that variety has a positive
effect in the environment and in learning. This will have the consequence that people with
different levels of development can learn together, because learning may take place at
different paces, but through contact and interaction33. Another important consequence of this
point of view is that a socially inclusive environment will be evaluated as the best for all
children, which means that the classroom (or department in the kindergarten) should be an
environment where everyone feels welcome3*. However, this has been presented sometime
partly contradictory with the educational aim of increasing children’s higher level learning®®.

The idea that a socially inclusive environment is evaluated as the best for all children is in
accordance with the critical theory, where recognition is the most relevant element.
Recognition describes how a relationship between teacher and child (or teacher and student)
should be built for realizing a real learning inclusive environment3®.

Recognition is an important concept that describes an equal relationship between two
persons, where one puts oneself in the other's position. As a consequence, one confirms the
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other's perception of reality as valid and also sees things from a different perspective®’.
Recognition theory highlights that all people want to achieve a complete self-relationship,
which means developing a self-image that helps them see themselves as equal in relation to
other people38. Recognition theory is important to understand how people with special need
or disabilities are seen and should be seen. The need of recognition is a fundamental human
need, but it is not always satisfied. In the theory of recognition three types of relationships
can be described?*:

- self-confidence, which is established and developed in childhood, in connection to the
context of friendship and love;

- self-respect, which is established when a person in a community recognises his/her
rights;

- self-esteem, which is established when a person feels honoured by the community for
his/her contribution through work.

Recognition is also connected to two other important elements that should constitute the
relation between a teacher and a child (or a teacher and a student): the inner recognition*® 41
and the identification of the child as a subject and not as an object*?.

The literature defines inner recognition as the ability of seeing the other persons’ inner his/her
own world of experiences and appreciate it. This inner recognition demands an attitude and
demeanour that includes empathy, understanding and acceptance, and which helps to create
an atmosphere of security and empathic interpersonal relationships between teacher and
child®. The attitude described needs three ethical demands that teachers should have, as
making an effort to act and think idealistically and nobly towards the child, acting on the basis
of what serves the child’s best and meeting the child so that he or she can feel seen and
understood in the meeting®. Literature affirms that those children and students who
experience recognition over time will be able to develop an affiliation relationship, a
fundamental trust in the teacher, because they know that the teacher values them as a
subject. This will in turn strengthen the students' self-esteem, as described in literature** 4>,
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The second important element is teacher’s ability of recognizing the child as a subject*®. Both
in kindergarten and in school, the teacher may in some cases make the mistake of meeting
the student as an object. This happens when the teacher is most concerned with doing
something with the child or the student, rather than building a relation with the student based
on equity, where both teacher and child analyse a problem together for finding a common
solution. This form of relationship therefore becomes a meeting between a subject and an
object, which Skjervheim describes as the instrumentalist mistake. Teachers need to be aware
of this risk and use their knowledge and their competence for avoiding this position. In fact,
this position causes in child and in the student a sense of inferiority. It is therefore important
that the teacher in the meeting with the child or the student seeks to meet him or her as a
subject. When two common subjects meet, and talk on a common objective topic, the
relationship between them can be strengthened.

Inclusion as an added value to kindergarten, school and society

Based on the critical inclusive view*’, many benefits can be highlighted for children who
receive special education. The first is that through a special education offer, the kindergarten
and school show that inclusion is the goal, and that the kindergarten or school wants to be a
socially inclusive environment. The consequence is that all children feel welcome, recognised
and not inferior. This has been identified as the key to achieving complete self-awareness and
as a way to strengthen children's self-confidence®®. In addition, being included in the
kindergarten or classroom can have positive effects on children’s learning®® with positive
consequences for their lives°.

When we focus on kindergarten and school, many benefits can also be described for the
environment. The literature has identified variety in the kindergarten or classroom as a
positive factor for the children’s environment and learning. In particular, the literature has
described inclusive education as a way to ensure that all children: develop a positive identity
and sense of belonging; participate actively; and receive good pedagogical support and
teaching!. Teachers can start from authentic problems and offer children many different
problem-solving activities through a competence that helps children to learn better.

If we consider the kindergarten and the classroom as the first environments where children
experience society outside the family environment, many of these benefits also apply to the
society itself. The offer of special education and the consequent realisation of an inclusive
learning environment stimulates a human community, where diversity is natural and
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expected. This means that society will tend not to focus on a pathological definition of
normality and deviation but place more emphasis on individual freedom and autonomy. If
children learn to cooperate and find common solutions, they will maintain the same attitude
even when they are adults and they become actively involved in the definition of society.

Good examples and challenges in the realization of an inclusive learning

environment in Norway
In the Norwegian system exist good examples of successful inclusive learning environments.

In a study conducted in a kindergarten, the findings indicate that a good organization and an
educational offer adapted to the individual child, together with a good competence and
sufficient number of employees have allowed a better inclusion of children with disabilities
during playing activities®?2. Another study, conducted also in kindergarten, discussed how
inclusion had been increased through teachers' decision of having a better focus on the
interaction between children and adults, where each child is considered as a subject and not
as an object®3. Another example related to kindergarten shows that collaboration is important
in order to facilitate and organize good measures for children with special needs. In this study,
children with special needs had the opportunity to participate in activities to the same extent
as all other children in kindergarten, while they receive adapted education. In order to do so,
the measures initiated by the teachers had been oriented towards each child's development
and focused on each child's development zone. The adult had then realized a mediational
approach.

Examples of a good practice can also be identified in school.

One study, for example, points out that increasing the teachers’ awareness about the
fundamental values that are presented in the educational guidelines about inclusion can be
the bases for realizing a successful inclusive practice. For example, it is important that the
teachers base the educational approach on students' resources rather than on his or her
challenges. Moreover, supporting an environment where students have good attitudes to
diversity and students support each other, has been presented as a key for developing a
realizable inclusive learning environment>. Also teachers’ self confidence in using the
different instruments for observations and children’s support has been presented in literature
as fundamental for succeed, and the importance of a satisfactory preparation during
university courses has been highlighted>®.

As mentioned before, the fact that inclusion is deeply related to the Norwegian society and is
built in accordance to important theories describing inclusion, does not mean that everything
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is perfect. In fact, although there are many good examples that can be described, it is possible
to highlight some challenges too.

The first challenge that we want to highlight is for the children or the students who have
special need and who are included. The practical example that we have presented before,
related to students with Downs Syndrome, has been useful for highlighting that to be
physically in the classroom is not enough to reach a satisfying level of inclusion. What is
needed is a teacher’s detailed analysis of the situations to support the cultural, social and
personal development of these children in the best possible way. A key factor is identified in
the teacher’s competence®” °8. The same conclusion is found if one considers that the
individualised education offer must be implemented effectively for the benefit of children,
together with a continuous evaluation to highlight the need for any changes in special teaching
offer. Teacher's lack of knowledge about the three conditions for inclusion can have the
consequence that child's social belonging in the classroom environment is limited.

From kindergarten and school's perspective, different challenges can be highlighted. The first
is, again, linked to the competence of teachers. In order to develop an inclusive environment,
the school and the teacher, should, as presented before, put themselves in a participant
position>?. This happens when one subject (the teacher), together with the other (for example,
the student with developmental disabilities) draws attention to the phenomenon and engages
together about the problem®°. This process is resource-intensive, because it takes time to be
able to analyse and decide together what is best for the child or for the student being included,
namely, to recognise him / her and to define a common goal together. It is also demanding to
succeed in a collaboration that involves all the agencies that work for the best interests of
children. For example, the kindergarten or school should work effectively with the social
service in charge of the child’s special support. In Norway, this service is called PPT
(Pedagogisk-Psykologisk Tjeneste). The kindergarten or school has the responsibility to
arrange the general educational offer for all children and students, based on the child’s or
student's needs and prerequisites. If the need cannot be covered within this offer, parents, or
a kindergarten/school in collaboration with parents, can request an expert assessment of
whether the child or the student needs special educational assistance. In addition, PPT must
be a network builder and mediator with other support agencies. The special educational
assistance must also include parent counselling®’. Research shows that this cooperation is not
always so effective®?. Research shows, in addition, that the guidelines that should be followed
to define and develop a child’s special didactical plan are not always respected®. One of the
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characteristics of a good special educational offer is to have room for the assessment of goal
achievement in order to possibly develop new strategies. This can be a challenge because it
requires competence and time. Challenges can be also identified in the fact that it is
fundamental that teachers are able to see the individual from different perspectives and to
appreciate each one of the child or student’s attitudes, because this is clearly one of the keys
that allows the inclusion process to succeed. Literature highlights that it requires a broad
knowledge for example about observations of how the environment and staff support
children’s development. A last challenge that can be discussed is related to Peders Haug's
description of an inclusive framework. He points to four characteristics that should exist in
order to talk about the kindergarten or the school as an inclusive environment. The inclusive
environment should: be democratic (everyone should hear what others say and everyone
should participate with their own voice); participatory (the kindergarten or the school should
be organised to get full participation from all children or all students); contribute to
development and growth (everyone should learn, and everyone should develop); and offer
community (because it is from working together that the most difficult goals are achieved).
The challenge is then linked to the feasibility of these characteristics, which are the
kindergarten and school's goals, but of course also society's goal. Ogden, for example, writes
that the concept of integration is utopian, and a failure to achieve it is strictly linked to a lack
of teachers’ competence®*. This idea points to an organisational problem, because teachers
who work with children who need special support are not always prepared for this task
through their educational path, or they have not enough time for realizing each task as it
should be. This means that, as the literature highlights, there is a need for increasing even
more the special education policy, as suggested in other countries where problems about
special education where highlighted®. For example, it seems more and more current that the
teachers’ knowledge is not only increased in relation to their own specific disciplinary area but
also in relation to what is happening in the various agencies that work with children or
students with special need®®.

Conclusions

As this article has highlighted, both Norwegian society and the educational system are deeply
related to the idea of inclusion. Norway, in fact, presents in its educational guidelines
indications for creating and implementing an inclusive learning environment through inclusive
practice, both in kindergarten®” and in school®®. Those suggestions are in accordance with the
main theories that describe how to implement an inclusive learning environment. Norwegian
literature and the educational guidelines recognise diversity as an enrichment in kindergarten
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57 Kunnskapsdepartementet. (2017). Rammeplan for barnehagen: Forskrift om rammeplan for barnehagens
innhold og oppgaver. In: Udir.

58 Regjeringen. (2017). Overordnet del—verdier og prinsipper for grunnopplzringen. In: Utdanningsdirektoratet
Oslo.



and school, and all children in kindergarten and school are entitled to their own experiences,
as a subject. Through such an intersubjective dialogue, with room for equity, the children are
able to get in touch with their own world of experience, and at the same time become more
open to taking in other people's experiences®. The article has presented some examples in
the Norwegian context that have shown a successful realisation of and inclusive learning
environment.

However, some challenges lie ahead. There is a need to increase the competence of those
teachers who will work with students who have special needs, and this include both those
teachers who are in charge for their special education and those who are in charge for the
whole inclusive learning environment. Those teachers are entitled to adjust the pedagogical
and learning offer to each child, and this requires more competence and time than usual.
General pedagogical and special pedagogical collaboration, information sharing among all the
figures involved in the inclusive learning environment, the organization of the offer through
individual work and playgroups, are just some suggestions that should be even more
implemented during teachers’ education at the University’?. Those considerations clearly
point out to the need of a policy implementation in order to reach an even more inclusive
learning environment in a Country where a high level of inclusion is already reached.
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