Teacher Education for Inclusive Education: A Framework for Developing Collaboration

for Inclusion of Students with Support Plans

Introduction

Collaboration and collaborative practices are widely accepted as orthodoxy for supporting
inclusive education (Ainscow and Sandhill 2010) with many calls for modelling ways of
working with and through others (Florian and Spratt 2013; Pantic and Florian 2015). Inclusive
education is still a contested concept, without a universally agreed definition. Its
implementation within and across countries arguably varies significantly and continues to be
met with challenges (Artiles, Kozleski and Waitoller 2011; Florian 2014; Loreman, Forlin,
and Sharma 2014). In the Irish context, these include a lack of teacher efficacy and insufficient
teacher education (O’Gorman and Drudy 2010; Rose, Shevlin, Winter, and O’Raw 2015)
along with a lack of collaboration to support contextualisation of individual learning needs
into curriculum planning and teaching (King, Ni Bhroin and Prunty 2018). This arguably
reflects Pantic and Florian’s (2015) concept of “inclusive pedagogy as an approach that attends
to individual differences between learners while actively avoiding the marginalisation of some
learners” (334). While inclusive pedagogy relates to including all learners, the emphasis in this

paper is on the inclusion of learners with special educational needs (SEN).

Planning for individual learning needs has been a key feature of educational
programmes internationally for decades (UNESCO 1994). It is reflected in the practice of
personalising learning to abilities and interests of each and every student, pursued by schools
with a commitment to school improvement (Ferguson 2008). Furthermore, it is a fundamental
tenet of differentiation which ‘involves attempting to cater for the individual needs of the
student/pupil while teaching in an ordinary classroom’ (Griffin and Shevlin 2007, 150).

Illustrative of planning for individual learning needs is the individual education plan
(IEP), adopted by many countries as a tool for individualising teaching and learning for
students with special educational needs while ensuring access to the general curriculum (NCSE
2006; Nolet and McLaughlin 2000; Loreman, Deppeler, and Harvey 2010; Wakeman,
Karvonen, and Ahumada 2013). Moreover, the policy status of individual education plans is
directly linked to legislation in a number of countries (DfES 2001; Ekstam, Linndnmaki, and
Aunio 2015; Forlin 2001; IDEA 1997; New Zealand Ministry of Education 2004; SFS 1994).



A key principle underpinning the development of individualised educational planning
is collaboration. Indeed, collaborative decision-making and problem-solving is at the core of
inclusive education for all students including those with SEN (Ainscow and Sandhill 2010;
Clarke 2000; EADSNE 2013). However, the challenges of collaboration in the individualised
planning process are widely documented (Riddell 2002; Tennant 2007) with reports that
individual education plans are not being used as a collaborative tool between parents, teachers
and other educational professionals (Stroggilos and Xanthacou 2006). This paper draws on a
mixed methods study which was conducted with the aim of exploring the impact of
professional development related to the individual education plan process on the understanding
and practice of teachers at primary and post-primary level in the Republic of Ireland (Rol) 2-
4 years following completion of the course. The paper reports on part of that research, focusing
on teachers’ collaborative practices in the individualised educational planning process
resulting in the design of a framework with potential to support development of collaborative
practices for inclusion and thus, with implications for professional learning and development.
This aspect of the study is of relevance to those who lead and are involved in the individualised
educational planning process, to those who prepare teachers for engagement with this process,
and to policy makers who have it in their power to devise and influence policy to create and

sustain meaningful collaborative practices that support inclusion.

Policy context

In the Republic of Ireland (Rol), the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs
(EPSEN) Act (Ireland 2004) was introduced to make individual education plans mandatory
for all children with special educational needs. This legislation was supported by the
publication of a comprehensive set of Guidelines on the Individual Education Plan Process
(NCSE 2006). However, amidst economic recession in 2008, there was a deferral on
commencement of certain sections of the Act including those pertaining to individual
assessment and education plans. In the intervening decade, there has been increasing evidence
to suggest that schools in Rol are taking the initiative in developing individual education plans,
though with variability and inconsistency in practice (Bergin and Logan 2013; Douglas et al.
2012; Ni Bhroin, King, and Prunty 2016; Prunty 2011; Rose, Shevlin, Winter, O’Raw, and Yu
Zhao 2012).

Moving from ‘a deficit model of resource allocation to one requiring a social, collective

response from schools’ (Fitzgerald and Radford 2017, 453), policy development saw the



introduction in September 2017 of a more equitable system of resource allocation for all
learners including those with SEN in mainstream schools, underpinned by the principles of
inclusion (NCSE 2014). The significance of this policy development for individualised
planning is that it has been accompanied by a departmental directive on educational planning
which stipulates that the student’s ‘support plan should include clear, measurable learning
targets, and specify the resources and interventions that will be used to address student needs’
(DES 2017, 21). It also requires that the plan is developed through a ‘collaborative process
involving relevant teachers, parents/guardians, the pupils themselves and outside
professionals’ (DES 2017, 21). Additionally, it is directed that this ‘individualised planning
process’ includes ‘regular reviews of learning targets as part of an ongoing cycle of
assessment, target setting, intervention and review’ (DES 2017, 22). Although the
nomenclature is changed, in essence, student support plan and individual education plan share
the same underpinning principles. Among these principles are that the individualised planning
process includes the setting of specific, measurable targets, is ongoing and collaborative, with
parental involvement, and with the student at the centre and involved in contributing to
development and review of the plan (NCSE 2006; Barnard-Brak and Lechtenberger 2010).
Rather than relying on individualised approaches (Pantic and Florian, 2015), it is anticipated
that ‘individualised learning needs can be addressed...in the collective setting of the classroom’

(DES 2017, 18).

To promote the social and collective response from schools in delivering on the policy
of more equitable allocation of support, policy guidelines outline a three-level pyramid of
support (NEPS 2017). Mirroring the three-tier support model incorporated in Response to
Intervention (Rtol) (Fuchs and VVaughn 2012), utilised in a number of European countries, and
mandated in legislation for example, in Finland (Ekstam, Linnd&nmaki, and Aunio 2015), these

levels of graduated support are illustrated in Figure 1.

Insert figure 1 about here

Additionally, it is a requirement that a student support file which includes the support plan be
developed for those students eligible for the level of school support plus for few (NEPS 2017).
This is not to imply that individualised educational planning may not be required by students
eligible for lower levels of support. However, by aligning the requirement of a student support

file with the most intensive of the three levels of support, this lessens the documentation that



would have been required had the relevant sections of EPSEN (Ireland 2004) been mandated,
circumventing a commonly levelled criticism that paperwork relating to individual education
plans is too extensive (Andreasson, Asp-Onsjo and Isaksson 2013; Ekstam, Linndnmaki and
Aunio 2015).

This brief overview of policy relating to the process of individualised educational
planning in Rol serves to highlight a commitment to individually relevant learning informed
by cyclical motions of planning (assessment, target setting), intervention, and review, based
on collaboration of all involved in the student’s development, and documented in a student
support plan. However, ‘rules and regulations’ of educational policy ‘promulgated’ by
government (Sykes, Schneider, and Ford 2009, 1) run the risk of remaining aspirational unless
embraced by those at the chalk-face who are charged with the task of delivering on the policy.
To this end, exploration of the impact of professional development related to the individual
education plan process on the understanding and practice of teachers, with potential to shed
light on the enactment of policy requirements relating to collaboration and with implications

for teacher education is timely.

Theoretical background

The theoretical context shedding light on the issue of this paper draws from literature on
teacher professional learning, individualised educational planning, and teacher collaboration.
This literature informs the conceptual framework for analysis of findings detailed at the end

of this section.
Teacher professional learning

In this paper, teacher professional learning is conceptualised as change in cognition leading to
changes in teaching practice and students’ learning outcomes (Attard-Tonna and Shanks 2017,
King 2014; Levin and Nevo 2009) which can occur in multiple contexts including classrooms,
school communities, and professional development programmes and workshops (Borko 2004,
Clarke and Hollingsworth 2002). Change may be evident in teachers’ knowledge, skills and
attitudes, and is contingent upon the acquisition of new concepts, new skills and new processes
intrinsic to teaching (Desimone 2009; Guskey 2009). Models of professional learning have
been identified (Hoban 1996; Kennedy 2014), ranging from transmission of new knowledge
and skills led by experts, to collaborative and active construction of knowledge for
transformative practices relying on either the collective expertise of group members or the

combined expertise of group members led by an external expert.



In terms of efficacy for facilitating and sustaining pedagogical change, research favours
models of professional learning that involve active and inquiry-based learning, that are
collaborative, of high professional relevance to all group members and embedded in the
contexts of teachers’ work (Cordingley, Bell, Rundell, Evans, and Curtis 2003; Darling-
Hammond and McLaughlin 2011; Sjoer and Meirink 2016; Timberley, Wilson, Barrar, and
Fung 2007; Vermunt and Endedijk 2011). Reflecting the social constructivist concept of
scaffolding (Vygotsky 1978), research supports professional learning approaches that draw on
the expertise of a more knowledgeable other to support teachers in developing deeper
understanding, embracing new beliefs and being independent problem-solvers in their own
contexts (Butler, Novak Lauscher, Jarvis-Selinger, and Beckingham 2004; Timperley and
Alton-Lee 2008). A knowledgeable other may be in the form of interactions with more
effective peers (Jackson and Bruegmann 2009) highlighting the importance of collaboration.
Apart from encouraging teachers to enact continually and adapt new practices to context, the
role of more knowledgeable other in sharing feedback on practice is pivotal to teachers’
learning with consequent changes to practice (Butler et al. 2004). In terms of focus,
professional learning content that balances knowledge of specific curriculum areas with
knowledge of the most effective teaching strategies for facilitating student learning, referred
to in the literature as pedagogical content knowledge (Fraser 2005; Shulman 1986), is more
likely to produce meaningful change to teachers’ practices with higher student outcomes (Saxe
and Gerheart 2001). Research also highlights the pivotal role of leadership in developing and
sustaining changes to practice through fostering collaboration between teachers through

building collegiality based on trust and respect (King 2014).

Individualised educational planning for inclusion

A review of research supports the view that the pedagogical value of the individual education
plan is dependent on its quality and perceived efficacy. The significance of quality of
individualised educational planning highlighted by research indicates that this is determined
by accuracy of assessment data to identify individual needs, effective assessment practices to
inform instructional planning, and contextualisation of individual plan into whole-school
planning and delivery of curriculum (Blackwell and Rossetti 2014; Cooper 1996; Rose and
Shevlin 2010). However, studies focusing specifically on the quality of individualised

educational planning in mainstream settings present findings to indicate problems with the



extent to which instructional supports and individualised learning goals are appropriate to
ensure student participation in general education programmes (Kwon, Elicker, and Kontos
2011; Kurth and Mastergeorge 2010; Ruble, McGrew, Dalrymple, and Jung 2010). Indeed,
reconciling individually relevant learning with general curriculum standards has long been
recognised as a significant undertaking for many teachers (Erickson and Davis 2015).
Collaborative decision-making between mainstream class teachers and special education
teachers based on careful consideration of the individual’s learning goals and the typical
classroom practices is advocated to facilitate contextualisation of the individual plan within
the general curriculum (Hunt, McDonnell, and Crockett 2012; Janney and Snell 2006),

highlighting the significance of collaboration in teacher practices.

Additionally, research underscores the unproven efficacy of individualised educational
planning in terms of making a difference to student learning outcomes (Mitchell, Morton, and
Hornby 2010: Riddell 2002; Tennant 2007), leading to the recommendation for future research
to examine the relationship between quality of individualised educational planning and student
performance (Blackwell and Rossetti 2014). In the absence of robust efficacy evidence, claims
have been levied that individual plans function primarily as administrative tools rather than
pedagogical resources for collaboration between teachers, students and parents to help meet
the student’s educational and developmental needs (Andreasson, Asp-Onsjo, and Isaksson
2013; Mitchell, Morton, and Hornby 2010). Furthermore, lack of teamwork and collaboration
is reported to have a diminishing impact on the potential of the individual education plan to
effect change (Bergin and Logan 2013; Riddell 2002; Stroggilos and Xanthacou 2006; Tennent
2007). Clearly, a study of teachers’ practices relating to individual education planning should

attend to the collaborative aspects of practice and teachers’ preparedness for this.

Collaboration for inclusion

Collaboration can be defined as ‘an interactive process where a number of people with
particular expertise come together as equals to generate an appropriate programme or process
or find solutions to problems’ (NCSE 2006, X1). As an underpinning principle, collaboration
is essential to development of the individual education plan and critical to how that plan
unfolds in practice. Collaboration is integral to the inclusion of students with special
educational needs, where it is advocated that ‘teachers work with specialists in order to find
meaningful learning experiences for all children within the classroom community’ (Florian

and Spratt 2013, 122). Promoting teacher collaboration with other adults, a framework for



inclusive pedagogy in action informed by theoretical principles and evidence from teacher
reflections and observations of student teachers’ practice highlights ‘working with and through
other adults in ways that respect the dignity of learners as full members’ of the classroom
community (Florian 2014, 291). For inclusion of students with special health care needs who
require medical professional nursing care and students with severe disabilities in relation to
for example, communication and language or motor development who require support from a
speech and language therapist or occupational therapist respectively, inter-professional
collaboration among nurses, therapists and teachers is critical in promoting appropriate
developmental and academic progress (Aruda, Kelly, and Newinsky 2011; Pufpaff, Mclntosh,
Thomas, Elam, and Irwin 2015).

Endorsing teacher collaboration, research indicates that effective collaboration has a
number of significant benefits. Firstly, collaboration among teachers contributes to successful
implementation of innovative, student-centred and collaborative learning methods (Dochy,
Segers, Van den Bossche, and Gijbels 2003; Meirink, Meijer, and Verloop 2007; Slavit,
Kennedy, Lean, Nelson, and Deuel 2011). Teachers involved in collaborative professional
learning report using more innovative pedagogies (OECD 2013), improved teacher morale
(Johnson 2003), and improved teacher motivation (Wigglesworth 2011), and display greater
job satisfaction and self-efficacy (European Commission 2013). In a mixed methods study of
the impact of peer collaboration on teachers’ practical knowledge, teachers who were jointly
involved in collaborating on a teaching plan in the domain of statistics and subsequent
implementation were enabled to reflect on their knowledge and skills while extending their
practical knowledge (Witterholt, Goedhart, and Suhre 2016). In a comparative exploration of
school context on professional learning, it was found that collaborative working among
colleagues at increasingly expansive levels was a ‘tangible way’ of supporting teacher
professional learning (Attard Tona and Shanks 2017, 105). Furthermore, research highlights
the benefits of teacher collaboration for students in terms of improved understanding and
performance (Egodawatte, McDougall, and Stoilescu 2011; Goddard, Goddard, and
Tschannen-Moran 2005; Westheimer 2008; Wigglesworth 2011). Specifically related to
inclusion of students with special educational needs, a small-scale exploration of teachers’
understanding and practices of inclusion revealed that increased complementariness of class
teacher and special education teacher roles was linked with more coherence in teaching-
learning experiences, facilitating the intentional learning of their students (Ni Bhroin 2017).

Despite such favourable outcomes for students and their teachers and desirability in terms of



balancing individual needs with general curriculum access, low levels of teacher collaboration
relating to the individual education plan process have remained a persistent cause for concern
(Ekstam, Linndanmaki, and Aunio 2015; Morgan and Rhode 1983; Ni Bhroin 2017; Riddell
2002; Stroggilos and Xanthacou 2006; Tennant 2007).

Constraints to collaboration cited by teachers include inadequate professional
preparation, mismatched personalities or pedagogical philosophies, a lack of dedicated time
(Austin 2001; Meirink, Imants, Meijir, and Verloop 2010; Takala and Uusitalo-Malmivaara
2012; Welch 2000; Wischnowski, Salmon, and Eaton 2004), and the pressure of accountability
and standardisation (Somech 2008; Westheimer 2008). An additional constraint with potential
to impact on teacher learning from collaborative activity has been identified by Sjoer and
Meirink (2016, 120) as ‘safe talk’, manifest by the teachers in their research who failed to ask
the challenging questions of their colleagues that would have required ‘taking a critical look
at each other’s work.” Safe styles of encouragement (Levine and Marcus 2010; McCotter 2001)
mitigate against the ‘deep-level collaboration’ required to ‘touch’ teachers’ underlying beliefs
(Vangrieken, Dochy, Raes, and Kyndt 2015, 27) and to promote teacher learning. This is
further evinced in Fullan’s (2017) call for enhancing specificity in collaboration as a means of
enhancing student outcomes. Focusing specifically on inter-professional collaboration where
collaboration was regarded as important but not always feasible, evidence supports the call for
improved pre-service preparation and professional development for professions involved
(Pufaff et al. 2015) and for ‘increased understanding of each other’s roles, conjoint training

opportunities, and information sharing’ (Taylor, Morgan, and Callow-Heusser 2016, 173).

Of support here for teacher educators is the framework for interprofessional
collaborative practice which is underpinned by the constructs of collaboration,
communication, and values and ethics, cross-referenced with related competencies of
knowledge, skills and attitudes (University of Toronto 2008). Designed for the inter-
professional education curriculum at the University of Toronto, this is a three-stage curriculum
framework of exposure, immersion, and competence in preparing health professions’ students
for collaborative practice. The framework specifies the core competencies of clinical
placement for each of the three stages while highlighting continuous reflection across all three
stages (for graphic of framework see Interprofessional Education Collaborative Expert Panel
2011, 31). Although concerned with health care professionals in clinical settings, there is
potential in using the constructs of the framework to interrogate and interpret teachers’

collaborative practices in the individualised educational planning process with implications



for professional learning. As such, the authors of this paper adapted the framework for their
study in light of their review of previous research on professional learning and individualised
educational planning and teacher collaboration for inclusion, to accommodate competencies
relating to the development of collaborative practice in education, with particular focus on the
student support plan. Maintaining the constructs of collaboration, communication, and values
and ethics but reflecting the developmental aspect of learning, this framework assumes a
learning continuum combining the interconnected phases of introduction, development, and

competence, with continuous reflection across these phases (Figure 2).

Insert figure 2 about here

It was anticipated that analysis of the data would inform the detail relating to knowledge, skills,
and attitudes, populating these competencies in the framework, while allowing for review of

the constructs.

Method

The study focused on teachers in one university who had completed a year-long Postgraduate
Diploma in Special Educational Needs funded by the Department of Education and Skills
(DES). Eligibility to attend the course was dependent on teachers working with students with
SEN either in a mainstream or special school. Mainstream teachers on the course were in the
role of a special education teacher (SET), special class and/or unit teacher in a primary or post-
primary school. Course content placed significant emphasis on individual planning for students
with special educational needs and on collaborative practice for their inclusion. The latter
consisted of inter-professional collaboration, co-teaching, and collaboration with parents and
students. The aspects of individual planning and collaboration were assessed as part of the
overall assessment of the course through written assignments and a practicum. Implementation
and sustainability of new learning and practices have been highlighted as key areas of concern
(King 2014, 2016) in relation to professional development and as such it was hoped that this
study would elucidate areas of strength and areas for development in relation to teacher
education.

The study adopted a mixed methods design involving two phases of data collection.

The first phase was quantitative, using a questionnaire to explore teachers’ perspectives of their



knowledge, understanding and practices in relation to individual planning and collaboration for
students with special educational needs, as gained from their postgraduate course. The total of
165 teachers who undertook the postgraduate course in the academic years 2010-2011, 2011-
2012 and 2012-2013 were invited to participate in a postal survey. The response rate was
50.30% (n=83).

Phase two was qualitative, designed to explore the possible embedding of new
professional knowledge, practice and beliefs (Anderson 2005), and acknowledging the
complexity of the social world (Coldwell and Simkins 2011), to explore how course
participants were making sense of their learning about individual planning and collaborative
practices for inclusion in their school contexts. An invite on the postal survey to self-select for
phase two yielded an expression of interest from five special education teachers in five schools,
four at primary level and one at post-primary level, all of whom became participants for phase
two. Each special education teacher, in consultation with the school principal, choose one
student for whom individual planning was warranted and whom the special education teacher
participant was teaching. The five students along with a parent/guardian and other school staff
involved in their education were also participants in phase two. Three researchers visited each
school for the duration of one full day to carry out interviews, focus groups, observation of
teachers’ practice and students’ learning in each student’s mainstream class and in the student’s

support setting, and analysis of documents made available by the school (Table 1).
Insert table 1 about here

Focus group members in each school comprised of a minimum of the student’s class
teacher, special education teacher (SET), school principal and special needs assistant while for
three schools, an additional teacher also involved in teaching the student joined the group. Each
focus group lasted approximately one and a half hours and was attended by the three
researchers, with one taking the lead on questioning while the remaining two took notes and
one of these two provided a summary of key points towards the end of the focus group
interview for verification by the participants and for clarification. Questions were designed to
elicit the adults’ experiences, understanding and use of individual education plans which had
intersection with collaboration, the postgraduate participant’s experiences of professional
learning on the course, and perceptions of the impact of this professional learning on practice
in the school particularly in relation to individual planning for students with support plans and
collaboration for inclusion. The four individual and one paired interview with

parents/guardians of the named student were carried out by one researcher in a room made



available by the school. Each interview lasted for approximately one hour and followed a semi-
structured schedule of questions designed to elicit participants’ experiences of being involved
in the individual education planning process for their child. At the same time, individual
interviews were carried out with each of the students in the additional support room, with two
researchers present and one taking the lead. While questions were designed to encourage the
students to talk about their experiences of their student support plans and their involvement in
the process, an informal approach was adopted with warm up questions inviting students to
share their interests, likes and dislikes. Interviews with the students from primary school lasted
from fifteen to twenty minutes and the interview with the post-primary student lasted thirty-
five minutes. All focus groups and individual interviews were audio recorded, converted to a

digital sound file, and transcribed in full for analysis purposes.

Observation of lessons in each student’s mainstream class and in the student’s support
setting was undertaken by two researchers who were present for the same lessons. The purpose
of observation was to capture the detail of teachers’ practices and students’ experiences of
learning, in anticipation that such data would shed light on aspects of the individual planning
process and collaboration for inclusion, and on the possible embedding of new learning in
practice. Both researchers individually recorded digital field notes documenting their
observations of practice, of teaching and of learning over approximately a three-hour period in
each school. Following each school visit, the two sets of field notes were collated in preparation

for analysis.

Relevant documents, some in digital format, made available by the school, were shared
among the three researchers for reading. A digital template for preliminary documentary
analysis designed in advance of school visits was used by each researcher, whereby in tandem
with reading the documents, details relevant to specific headings were recorded on the

template. Following the school visit, data were collated onto one template for further analysis.

Data Analysis

Returned questionnaires were identified with a code for tracking purposes. Statistical analysis
(136 variables) was undertaken using SPSS. NVivo 10 was used to store and code qualitative
data using both inductive and deductive coding (Miles and Huberman 1994), with deductive
coding relating to collaboration being informed by the conceptual framework (Table 2).
Deductive codes applied to units of data reflecting or indicative of collaboration were

abbreviations of the following: collaboration for planning; collaborative implementation;



collaborative review; collaborative players: parents, teachers, students, special needs assistants,
other professionals, other schools; communication: how, why, response/reaction; values: who,
what, how; and, ethics. Inductive coding involved the iterative process of reading, re-reading
and assigning codes to units of data within and across the data sets. In relation to collaboration,
this resulted in the generation of the following codes: learning through collaboration;
leadership and collaboration; collaboration: changes/developments; challenges of
collaboration; and, collaboration: implications for professional learning. The overall coding
process led to the generation and refinement of a coding scheme consisting of 125 codes. The
codes contributed to the development of 14 categories across all data sources covering
inclusion, assessment, profiling, planning, teaching approaches, review, collaboration, links,
supports, change, evidence of influence of professional learning, and student voice, outcomes
and experience. Half of the interview transcripts, and of observational and documentary data
were independently coded, achieving 93% agreement. As this exceeded the 65 to 75%
agreement considered to be indicative of good reliability in qualitative research studies
(Boyatzis 1998), this measure coupled with triangulation of data sources added to the overall
trustworthiness of the process (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). Categories contributed to the
emergence of four key themes: inclusion, collaboration, student experience, and professional
development. For this paper, the presentation of findings draws largely on the theme of
collaboration while the examples reported from the qualitative data were consistently evident
across the five schools.

Findings

All teachers who participated in phase one were involved in planning, implementing and
reviewing individual education plans, indicating that development and implementation of
individualised educational planning was an established feature of their practice. Overall,
teachers were positive regarding the extent to which their knowledge, skills and practice in
relation to individual education plans had improved as a result of participating on the
Postgraduate Diploma in Special Educational Needs course. Although knowledge and skills
were rated separately from practice on the same indicators, teachers’ perceptions of the extent
of improvement of knowledge and skills were almost equivalent to their perceptions of the

extent of improvement in practice, as evident in the ranking of indicators in Table 2.

Insert Table 2 about here



While the extent of improvement reported by teachers on indicators relating to assessment,
planning and teaching to address specific learning needs is encouraging, this is less so on
critical elements of the individual education plan process concerned with collaboration, co-
ordination and review. Findings on collaboration in the individual education plan process are

reported in relation to preparation, implementation, review, and challenges.

Collaboration in the individual education plan process: planning
Analysis of findings revealed that collaboration in the preparation phase of the IEP process was
strong. Survey data revealed that for the majority of teachers (92.6%; n=75), it was the practice
to hold IEP meetings. Regarding frequency, once a year was most common (n=36), while for
almost one quarter of teachers (n=20), IEP meetings were held once a term. Parents (reported
by 98% of teachers), class teachers (reported by 90% of teachers) and special education
teachers (reported by 72% of teachers) were most likely to attend the IEP meeting. While
meetings facilitated collaborative information sharing, the responsibility for writing the 1EP
was predominantly undertaken by the special education teacher (reported by 72.3% of
teachers). Among class teachers (36.1%; n=30) reported as writing the IEP, 26 of these were
class teachers in a special school or a special class in a mainstream school and were therefore
more likely to undertake this role, while class teachers in post-primary schools typically wrote
sections relevant to their subject areas. In terms of sharing the programme generated as a result
of the collaborative meeting, of those who received a copy of the student’s IEP, the student’s
teachers were the most likely (reported by 86.7% of teachers) followed by their parents
(reported by 78.3% of teachers). Less likely to receive a copy was the school principal (reported
by 45.8% of teachers) and special needs assistant (SNA) (reported by 24.1% of teachers) while
one fifth of teachers reported that it was practice to provide other professionals with a copy of
the IEP.

Analysis of qualitative data further revealed that collaboration for preparation of the
IEP was welcomed by the teachers as a potential source of information for contributing to the
plan. Typical of the views expressed by teachers across the five focus groups is this comment
from a special education teacher.

The parents are very informative like, we do bring them in and they would be very good

in terms of helping you plan towards what the child needs, and the class teacher,

because the class teacher really knows how that child is performing in comparison to

their peers, and are they living up to their potential. (Focus Group 2: SET1)



All of the parents appreciated their involvement in contributing to the plan, not alone because
they felt their views were valued and given weight but their concerns were eased. This affective
dimension is typified in the following parent comment.
It gives me rest of mind...to know that the school understands, so it’s not as if you feel
your child will be a failure or what will happen to him; you have enough people that
are on board telling you don’t worry, you know we’re going to work this thing, and it’s

going to come out positive. It’s a very good feeling for me. (Parent Interview 5)

Collaboration in the individual education plan process: implementation

Implementation of the IEP is inextricably linked with who addresses the student’s learning
targets and how, in terms of teaching approaches, learning activities, and resources to deliver
on that plan. Analysis revealed that collaboration during implementation was less than
favourable. Based on survey data, practices relating to the student’s IEP targets reported by
teachers indicate that these were typically addressed by appropriate teaching methods and
strategies (84.6%; n=66) and made known to all involved in the student’s education (75.3%;
n=61) but less typically incorporated in the class teacher’s plans (43.2%; n=35). However,
analysis of qualitative