
1. Introduction.

The aim of this article is to reflect on the need for a change in 
the role of the support teacher, moving from therapeutic or inte-
grative positions towards an inclusive educational model based 
on the results found in a longitudinal case study carried out in 
an ordinary school in Catalonia. The results of this research al-
low us to discover and analyse the functions, tasks and actions of 
support teachers in inclusive classrooms.

This research is based on three key axes: the transition from 
integration to inclusion as a conceptual and attitudinal change 
necessary to modify paths to inclusion; the conceptualisation of 
what can be considered and defined as good inclusive practice; 

and the role of the support teacher in ensuring the presence, par-
ticipation and progress of each one of the students in the class-
room, whatever their characteristics.

2. The concept of inclusion.

Inclusive educational approaches are a response to discrim-
inatory models. For this reason, international organisations like 
the UN and UNESCO have been working for years to ensure 
a fairer approach, respecting individual differences and the 
charsacteristics of each child. This work is based on the Decla-
ration of Salamanca, in which the need for schools for all was 
manifested (OHCHR, 2013; Muntaner, 2010).
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UNESCO (1994, section 3, p.6) affirmed that schools must 
successfully accept and educate everyone, including children 
with severe disabilities. Since then, there have been many dif-
ferent studies of inclusive education. Authors speak of a varie-
ty of purposes for inclusive education (Ainscow 2012; Ainscow, 
Booth, Dyson, et al. 2006; Barton, 2009; Booth, 2011; OHCHR, 
2013; Rodrigues, 2014). Muntaner (2010, p.7) indicates the fol-
lowing two aspects on which everyone agrees.

• “The defence of educational equity and quality for all stu-
dents, without exception.

• The fight against exclusion and segregation in educa-
tion”.

If inclusive education has these aims, they cannot be achieved 
in a school that it is regulated by traditional norms (Pujolàs, 2008; 
Rodrigues, 2014). Inclusive schools need to innovate through on-
going analysis and revision of educational practices and process-
es of change.

It is not enough to focus on access to integrative practice 
applied over a long period of time. What is required is for all 
students in the classroom to participate in activities and make 
progress in their development (Ainscow, Booth, Dyson, et al. 
2006). The incorporation of these two notions in practice marks 
a great difference between integration and inclusion. There is an 
important qualitative leap between the child that is sitting in the 
classroom without participating in activities, without interacting 
with peers and carrying out different activities to the rest of the 
group, often only with the support teacher or caregiver, and a 
child that can learn and live together with peers forming part of 
the group.

Presence, participation and progression also serve to review 
and improve practices, since to carry out inclusive (non-integra-
tive) practices, the three items must be taken as a whole. First, 
one has to guarantee presence. Then one has to consider par-
ticipation. Participation, as noted by Booth (2002, p. 2), quoted 
by Echeita & Domínguez (2011), “in education implies going 
beyond mere access. It involves learning with others and col-
laborating with them. It implies active involvement with what 
is being learnt and taught. But participation also implies being 
recognised for what one is and being accepted. I participate with 
you when you recognise me as a person like you and you accept 
me as I am.”

Echeita & Domínguez (2011) add that some authors prefer 
to discuss participation because it has a more active connotation 
than the term inclusion. Furthermore, inclusion implies that oth-
ers allow you to be included, which is not the case with partici-
pation, which implies reciprocal responsibility. As for progress, 
this refers to the fact that all students have to learn and develop 
from their school experiences. However, this learning does not 
have to be the same for all (Muntaner, 2010). Rather, it is a ques-
tion of providing the maximum number of the possibilities for 
each person to learn according to their characteristics.

3. Good inclusive practices.

Good inclusive practices, according to Marchesi, Durán, 
Giné & Hernández (2009), are actions that teachers carry out 
to achieve presence, participation and success for all students, 
especially those who are more vulnerable. Increasing partic-
ipation in classrooms implies acceptance of difference as a 
natural, inevitable fact, involving many students learning to-
gether with different learning styles, previous knowledge and 
capacities.

Inclusive practices necessarily involve the commitment of the 
entire educational community. As Wehmeyer (2009, p.59) points 
out, it must demand “third generation inclusive practices”. Ac-
cording to this terminology, first generation inclusion is additive 
in nature, that is, resources and students are added to general 
education classrooms. Second generation practices focus on im-
proving the operation of classrooms in general. Third generation 
inclusive practices put the emphasis on the quality of the educa-
tional methods that are used. Nothing from the first or second 
inclusive generation is obsolete or insignificant, but it’s impor-
tant to focus the attention on ensuring high quality education for 
all students. The focus is on achieving high levels of success and 
participation of all in the general education classroom.

Good inclusive practices entail a series of factors, which di-
rectly influence promoting inclusive progression in the educa-
tion system and which can be grouped into three blocks, as stat-
ed by Muntaner, Rosselló & de la Iglesia (2016):

• Changes in the system
• Setting up and operating inclusive schools
• Implementing inclusive practices in the classroom

These proposals are reflected in the challenge of creating an 
inclusive classroom, where we have a space for all, which allows 
participation and exchange between all, because inclusive prac-
tice implies the creation of learning environments where all stu-
dents can learn whatever their characteristics (Arnaiz, 2011). This 
model focuses on the students, but requires the involvement and 
commitment of the teachers. As Escudero (2009, p.128) states, “it 
is unlikely that there will be good teaching practices where there 
has been no relevant preparation (in values, beliefs, conceptions, 
methods, etc.), where it has not been possible to have access to 
good materials and the experiences of others, or where it has not 
been possible to set up teaching teams”.

The implementation of good inclusive practices in the class-
room should be based on specific principles and actions, among 
which Muntaner, Rosselló & de la Iglesia (2016) point out the 
following three as most significant:

• The planning of the teaching-learning process from a per-
spective of diversity, considering all students and their
diverse characteristics.

• The globalisation and interdisciplinarity of content as key
aspects in facilitating the understanding and learning of
all students, through adaptation to their abilities, inter-
ests and characteristics.

• Use of alternative teaching strategies and methods that
allow the participation and learning of all students in the
class, in order to reach this objective on the basis of equal-
ity of opportunities. It must look for strategies that allow
us to work together on the same content, but with differ-
ent kinds of learning for each child.

The consolidation of good inclusive practices requires sub-
stantial changes in the culture and decision-making of our 
schools and classrooms. Can be summarised this in two basic 
characteristics: we always work with diverse groups of stu-
dents, because separate categories do not contribute anything 
to our work. Furthermore, we have different types of support, 
both human and material, that we always use in the classroom 
to encourage the participation and learning of all students. It is 
argued that the problem is not the student or their characteris-
tics, but the opportunities and means that put at their disposal to 
foster their development.
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4. Role of the support teacher.

In relation to the third axis, the role of the support teacher 
is to ensure the presence, participation and progress of all stu-
dents in the classroom, without exception. Ainscow (2012), citing 
research carried out by Takala et al. (2009) in Finland, defines 
three different situations based on three alternative support ap-
proaches:

• The first approach, one-to-one teaching, was considered
to be effective in providing individual attention, but
raised concerns for three different reasons: the pressure
that could be exerted on the students receiving support,
the lack of contact between these students and the rest,
and the stigma of being separated from the ordinary con-
text.

• The second approach, small group teaching, was con-
sidered favourable because of the possibility of offering
support in a quiet and relaxed environment, but it also
raised concerns about how some students suffered when
they were removed from their peer group. They felt stig-
matised and missed what was worked on in the ordinary
class. Teaching in small groups did not offer the possibil-
ity of enough individual attention. To avoid this stigma
and minimise difference, in research conducted in class-
rooms to include children with autism, Lindsay, Proulx,
Scott, & Thomson (2014) observed the benefits of having
a mixture of different children with the support teacher
to do some tasks. The criteria was never the level of the
children: any child could receive additional help.

• The third approach, collaborative teaching with two
teachers, was the modality with best results and most fa-
voured by teachers. In this approach, more children were
able to have access to support and it allowed them to re-
main in the classroom without missing any content.

The kind of support that is offered to the teacher is very im-
portant and has to be constantly reviewed (Sharma & Salend, 
2016), to prevent the situations that Symes & Humphery (2012) 
describe in research they carried out on inclusion in the class-
room of autistic children. The results of this research showed that 
support teachers were the principal tool for inclusion of these 
children, but depending on how they carried out their role they 
could create a negative impact. The researchers observed that:

• The children with autism that worked with a support
teacher had fewer opportunities to learn in an independ-
ent way.

• The children diagnosed with autism that had a support
teacher had fewer opportunities to interact with their
peers and be socially included when this person was
present.

• Major contact between the support teacher and the autis-
tic children reduced the attention of the main teacher.

• The support teachers that worked with small groups
were more effective than those that worked with students
individually.

• The support teachers requested, apart from other things,
more hours of planning together with the class teachers
because they often went to class without knowing what
they were expected to do.

• If the support teacher sat next to an autistic child, this
child lost all the opportunities for interaction with the
others, who would direct themselves to the support

teacher and not directly to the child. If inclusion is to im-
prove social abilities, and help promote knowledge and 
understanding between peers, it is vital that the support 
teacher helps facilitate this process and not act as another 
member of the group.

From an inclusive perspective, the support teacher changes 
role and moves from focusing on individual attention aimed at 
rehabilitation to sharing class time and responsibility with all 
students in the group along with the class teacher, and to sharing 
class time and activities between two teachers and improving the 
overall response to the diversity of the students. Huguet (2006) 
emphasises that it is necessary to agree all together on activities, 
groupings, spatial distribution, and so on. Secondly, it is neces-
sary for teachers to agree on the type of participation that each 
will have in activities, and their involvement in the evaluation 
of students. Thirdly, though the scope of the activities may be 
broad enough to address diversity, we must take into considera-
tion the participation of children with more learning difficulties 
and ensure that they receive the attention they need from their 
main teacher or the support teacher. Finally, the whole experi-
ence should be assessed in order to plan possible changes and 
improvements.

In the relationship between support teachers and class teach-
ers, there are other aspects to take into account. Huguet (2009) 
points out that one of the first things that needs to be done is 
to be more flexible about the roles of different professionals. All 
too often, an exaggerated culture of specialists, and reliance on 
experts, generates insecurity and anxiety among class teachers. 
As a result, class teachers do not dare to educate or interact with 
special needs children, believing that only specialists have the 
requisite expertise. They set aside their common sense; they un-
dervalue their capacity to respond as educators and they may 
even attempt to justify their conduct by referring to the condi-
tion of the children. Collaboration among professionals is need-
ed. There should be a positive climate of confidence, in which 
teachers can develop capacities and attitudes such as empathy, 
co-responsibility and independence (Huguet, 2009).

Support teachers have to be highly trained for this task, since 
it is complex. It is not enough to base the approach merely on 
good intentions, intuition and sensitivity (Imola, 2008).

5. Method.

The study presented is part of a larger research project (Sol-
devila, 2015) whose purpose was to study more generally the 
process of inclusion of two children with functional diversity in 
an ordinary school. This article, however, focuses on the role of 
the support teacher.

The research studied human behaviour from the point of 
view of the person, their characteristics and their inner experi-
ences (Riba, 2007). This work is based on ethnographic research 
(Pujadas, 2010a) and the aim of building a life story (Bertaux, 
2005), using semi-structured and in-depth informal interviews 
with the key informants (Roca, 2010), discussion groups (Bolívar, 
Domingo & Fernández, 2001; Roca, 2010) and direct observation 
(Riba, 2007). The methodological design was complex, since it has 
not been easy to give voice to two children who do not speak, in 
order to start out from their perspectives on knowledge, analysis 
and improvement of their inclusion and quality of life (Fielding, 
2012; Porter, Ouvry, Morgan, & Downs, 2001). However, one of 
the main priorities for this research was to be inclusive and ethi-
cal with the participants (Susinos & Parrilla, 2013; Parrilla, 2010, 
Parrilla & Sierra, 2015). Reconciling the ethnographic research 
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with the research-training-action process was not easy (Cuo-
mo, Illán & Imola, 2010). We intended to transform the school 
where the two children went in an innovative way, bearing in 
mind that an inclusive school, as well as being a right, is also a 
general improvement for a school (Erten & Savage, 2012). This 
research-training-action process took into account the voice of 
the children for reflection and rethinking improvements in in-
clusive classrooms and schools (Fielding, 2012; Messiou, 2014). It 
also focused on an advisory process with the professionals at the 
school, carried out for the most part in small seminars, following 
the steps proposed by Lago & Onrubia (2010). Ainscow & West 
(2008, p.28-29), discuss “professional research, carried out in col-
laboration with university students, as a means of achieving a 
better understanding of the educational processes”.

The purpose of the study is to describe and analyse the func-
tions, tasks and actions of support teachers in an inclusive class-
room in an ordinary school. The school in this study is in the cen-
tre of Catalonia, which does not have separate special education 
schools. There are two children in this school that would proba-
bly be sent to a special education centre, if they lived elsewhere, 
because they have been diagnosed with autism, in one case, and 
with West Syndrome and Aicaridi Syndrome, in the second case. 
The criteria for the selection of these cases was that they were 
willing to be followed (Stake, 2010).

One of the most significant aspects of this research, from a 
methodological point of view, is its duration, since the children 
were followed intensively over a period of 4 years. Harrington, 
Foster, Rodger & Ashburner (2014) affirm the value of long stud-
ies because they allow more in-depth knowledge of situations 
already studied.

Before to carrying out the data collection process, the relevant 
permits were requested. These permits included both the consent 
to record professionals and students as well as the commitment 
to protect collected data.

Data collection was carried out as follows.

Instrument Frequency 

1st year Observation diary 1-3 times per week

Informal interview 1-3 times per week

Semi-structured interview 6 interviews

Discussion groups 8 meetings

Work in small seminars 84 meetings

2nd year Observation diary 1-2 times per week

Informal interview 1-2 times per week

Semi-structured interview 8 interviews

In-depth interview 14 interviews

Discussion groups 4 meetings

Work in small seminars 112 meetings

3rd year Observation diary 1 per week

Informal interview 1 per week

In depth interview 35 interviews

Discussion groups 7 meetings

Work in small seminars 73 meetings

4th year Observation diary Once every 15 days

Work in small seminars 14 meetings

For analysis of the data, as proposed by Lehtomäki et al. (2014), 
different measurements were carried out, in order to extract themes 
and categories of analysis and to make a thematic and chronologi-

cal record that would give meaning to such a volume of data (Puja-
das, 2010b). One of the thematic blocks that emerged from the data 
was the importance of the role of support teachers in the process of 
promoting more inclusive educational practices.

6. Results.

The results of this research have allowed us to define differ-
ent inclusive practices relating to the role of support teachers 
that have led to a significant increase in the presence, participa-
tion and progression of children in the classroom.

In the classrooms studied there were three changes that fa-
voured the inclusive role of the support teacher to make possible 
the presence, participation and learning of the children under 
study. To start with, there were changes in relation to teachers’ 
preconceptions. They moved from a rehabilitation model to a 
social model of disability and all the educational implications 
that this entails. The second item that changed was the struc-
ture of the classroom, moving from an individual structure to a 
cooperative one, where peers interact with each other and offer 
support for participation in class and the learning process. The 
third element that changed was classroom teaching methodolo-
gy, moving from working with notebooks to learning in projects 
to overcome barriers to participation and learning.

Support teacher practices that were considered key aspects 
for inclusion in this research are described below.

• At the heart of the inclusive practices linked to the role
of the support teacher is the decision of the management
team to start reinforcement and support within the class-
room. With this decision, the first step is taken so that the
support teacher could carry out their task in the class-
room. In addition, it also favours increased contact be-
tween children, avoiding the pressure that the children
that previously leaving the class felt and the consequent
stigmatisation (in addition to the fact that time was saved
because no one had to move). Everyone stays in class
without anyone missing content and everyone considers
themselves members of the class, accepting diversity as a
natural phenomenon.

• The support teacher works with the class teacher to take
charge of all the students in the group. Ever since the chil-
dren diagnosed with functional diversity were assigned
to support teachers, or received support outside the class-
room, form teachers were able to feel less individually re-
sponsible for them. The support teacher becomes the one
that coordinates with the class teacher about what actions
need to be carried out with these children, and accompa-
nies the child in meetings with specialists and with their
families. This role favours the perception that the support
teacher is part of the teaching team, and fosters trust and
knowledge between professionals.

• Support teachers provide support for inclusion. They of-
fer support for the teaching task, collaborating actively in
the design and development of general activities. They
focus their attention on the special needs children, but
also interacts with other members of class and other sup-
port teams They take control of teaching when the need
arises. Thus, a greater number of students have access to
their support. As there are two teachers, they find it easier
to carry out alternative activities that attend to diversity
and foster inclusion for all.

• The support teachers foster the autonomy of the special
needs children. They offer a space for development, with-
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out managing every move, every action, school tasks and 
daily tasks, but rather supervising when needed. The at-
tempt to guarantee autonomy guides actions and offers a 
space for development, and also ensures that the children 
become active in their learning. The intention is for the 
child to be a participant in all the activities and situations 
in their lives instead of a patient that needs a companion 
who does everything for them.

• Support teachers ensure that the child has help, wheth-
er through people, materials or activities. They motivate
the children’s peers to offer help when required and also
guide them in how they can do this in the best possible
way (how to interact with special needs children, how to
show them things, etc.). Sometimes they make materials
or design activities as mediators of learning.

At the beginning of this research project, the situation of 
the children under study was one of exclusion. Though they 
attended an ordinary school, most of the time they were at the 
Special Education Support Unit. Of the 30 hours each week in 
their timetable only 15 hours were marked as ordinary class-
room hours. In the case of the child with autism, of these 15 
hours, he only attended an average of 27 minutes, because 
when he entered the ordinary class - on the days that he went 
- he only managed to stay there for periods of 3 to 6 minutes. 
As soon as he entered the classroom, he began to walk from 
one side of the class to the other, making stereotypical move-
ments and biting his hand, yelling, throwing pencil cases and 
worksheets of his peers around. He showed anxiety and dis-
comfort, and created a situation that overwhelmed the teacher 
and the caretaker. In the case of the girl diagnosed with West 
Syndrome and Aicardi Syndrome, her presence in the ordinary 
class was more acceptable because she did not create so much 
distortion. She was in the classroom an average of 103 minutes 
per week, which is quite low, bearing in mind that she had to 
be moved in a wheelchair. The conceptions of the teachers were 
of little use in the classroom situation (she was there more time 
but went on fewer days). The occasions on which they attended 
their assigned classroom (each to their own) were limited in 
number and their situation when they were there was merely 
one of attendance, sitting at the back of the classroom with their 
support teacher, without participating and without any type of 
interaction with their peers.

This situation changed with the modifications described in 
this study. These two children went from sitting at the back of 
the class to sitting among a cooperative learning team, interact-
ing with their peers and with the necessary support for their 
participation and learning in all activities. Their attendance in-
creased by 570 minutes for the boy with autism and 436 minutes 
for the girl with West Syndrome and Aicardi Syndrome.

7. Conclusions.

Our conclusions based on these results are key items for the 
inclusion of all children. These conclusions are grouped around 
the three main axes describing the role of the support teacher in 
fostering inclusion.

a) the transition from integration to inclusion as a necessary
conceptual change for modifying the role of the support teacher 
in regard to inclusion.

• Teachers must create learning environments not merely
transfer content.

Modifying the structure and teaching methods of the class-
room implies directly modifying the tasks carried out by the 
teacher. As long as the focus is on individuals and competition, 
and on transmission of content through the oral explanations of 
the teacher, there will be many children in the classroom that 
encounter insurmountable barriers to access to knowledge (Pu-
jolàs, 2008). In addition, in these situations the support teacher 
can only sit next to the special needs child and listen just like the 
other children.

When we change the role of the class teacher and the support 
teacher, they become creators of learning situations and contexts, 
the occasions and the reasons for learning to happen (Cuomo 
2007; Imola, 2010); those who accompany the children push 
them to think and elaborate hypotheses, introducing ideas that 
help children rethink their responses based on new perspectives; 
those who help them take a certain direction; those who offer 
them support, etc.

• Teach and learn content relating to inclusion for all.
In an inclusive school, each member is considered a full, 

valued and important member of the educational community 
(Stainback, Stainback & Jackson, 1999). However, as we have 
seen in this research, for this to happen, it is necessary to learn 
inclusive values, the establishment of shared thinking and values 
in which equality of rights is always recognised and creating a 
community is the goal (Booth & Ainscow, 2002). Therefore, it is 
necessary to provide space, to plan, structure and design activi-
ties for content to be learnt (Lindsay et al. 2014; Stainback, Stain-
back & Jackson, 1999; Pujolàs 2008). Inclusive schools are at the 
same time cause and effect of learning these values. Booth (2011) 
proposed a set of key values in processes of inclusion.

b) the conceptualisation of what we can define as good inclu-
sive practices.

• Carefully select teachers to work with special needs chil-
dren.

UNESCO (2008, item 16) urged member states to develop 
mechanisms to employ suitable candidates and select qualified 
teachers who are sensitive to different learning needs.

The most important factors are favourable attitudes and con-
ceptions (Barton, 2009; Boyle, Topping & Jindal-Snape, 2013; De 
Boer, Pijl & Minnaert, 2011; OHCHR 2013). Management teams 
should have full authority to decide which year and which class 
group is assigned to each teacher to avoid situations of exclu-
sion. The same is true of all teachers and specialists who will 
intervene in groups with special needs children.

• Change teaching methods to ensure participation, the
progress of all children and respect for diversity.

We consider that schools do not identify emotional barriers 
to learning well enough. As we have seen in this research, coop-
erative learning is vital to ensuring participation of all children, 
but may not be sufficient in some complex cases because there 
are some aspects of participation that are dependent on the na-
ture of each activity. In this research, the transformation of tasks, 
and teaching and learning has built on projects concerning the 
emotions of knowing (Cuomo, 2007; Imola 2010). Through trans-
formation of teaching activities and tasks, all the children were 
able to participate and learn with and from their peers and also 
from their own projects. This is how support teachers can carry 
out their new role and significantly contribute to the implemen-
tation of activities and the experience of the children.
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• Get peers to support inclusion processes.
Stainback, Stainback & Jackson (1999) point out that natural 

support relationships in which children help each other as part-
ners and friends are as important as tasks carried out by pro-
fessionals. From what we have been able to see in this research, 
we venture to suggest that it is vital to convert classmates into 
accomplices for inclusion of partners and this has to be one of the 
main tasks of any teacher. Peers can contribute to the class group 
(Villa & Thousand, 1999) and they are content to be instruments 
of inclusion. In order for a child to be included in a school and 
its context, they have to be with their group. The teacher on their 
own cannot include a child; they can only work towards helping 
peers include them. In addition, the teacher cannot do it alone. 
they need the complicity of the classmates to achieve total inclu-
sion. Peers and their support are the best resource available to a 
teacher.

c) the role of support teachers to ensure presence, participa-
tion and progress of all students.

• Make inclusive use of resources for support.
In order to move towards more inclusive horizons, we need 

to rethink special education resources that schools have and give 
them a more inclusive character. Resources are a controversial 
issue, since they can seem really necessary and, certainly, the 
more the better, but it all depends on what they are and how we 
use them. The tendency for clinical work and diagnosis fosters 
segregation, and segregated use of resources. Rather, resources 
should be at the service of inclusion, focusing directly on partic-
ipation and learning of the children (Porter, 2001). Inclusive use 
of a resource is when the resource is adjusted to the needs of each 
child, affecting key aspects of the teaching and learning process, 
its use is planned and formalised, it has an impact on the other 
children and it is used in the ordinary classroom (Huguet, 2006).

• Create structures that support inclusion.
In this school, based on the analysis of the work to be car-

ried out, the needs and the management team’s commitment to 
following an inclusive approach, they established a special com-
mission at the school to support the inclusion of children (Stain-
back, Stainback & Jackson, 1999). The post of teaching coordina-
tor, a rather unusual figure considered vital to this process, was 
created to lead the inclusion commission. Despite being a very 
democratic approach, it was necessary (Shields, 2010) to have 
someone with inclusive expertise in schools to provide help and 
support to those who needed it (AuCoin, 2014). This person also 
worked as liaison officer with the university and other advice 
services offering external support for innovation in schools.
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