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STRATEGIES OF TEACHERS IN THE REGULAR
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It is known that regular schoolteachers have
difficulties in educating students with social, emo-
tional and behavioral difficulties (SEBD), mainly
because of their disruptive behavior. In order to
manage the disruptive behavior of students with
SEBD many advices and strategies are provided in
educational literature. However, very little is known
about teachers0 strategies in daily practice to
enhance the social participation of these students.
The current study aims at revealing what teachers
do to improve the social participation of students
with SEBD in regular class via expert panel
meetings. The data from the expert panels were
half-open coded with two codebooks. The results
indicate that teachers use many different strate-
gies. However, not all strategies were directly
aimed at improving the social participation.
Teachers also aimed at preconditions like parental
contact.

Introduction
The task of the primary teacher, at a regular school, has
changed after the implementation of inclusive education.
In the inclusive classroom both students with and without
special educational needs are educated. To provide regu-
lar schoolteachers knowledge and knowhow, on properly
educating students with social, emotional behavior diffi-
culties (SEBD)1 in the inclusive classroom, many educa-
tional literature provided advices and coping-strategies.
However, the main focus of these advices and coping-
strategies is on how to react to the disruptive behavior of
the student with SEBD (Almog and Shechtman, 2007;
Brophy and McCaslin, 1992; Cooper, 2011; Elliott, Witt,
Galvin, et al., 1985; Evans, Harden and Thomas, 2004;
Spilt and Koomen, 2009; Van der Wolf and Van Beuker-
ing, 2009). As stated by Evans, Harden, and Thomas

(2004), there are no studies available which focus on cop-
ing-strategies to promote the social participation of stu-
dents with SEBD. This finding can be seen as worrisome,
because students with SEBD experience problems in
obtaining an optimal social participation (Guralnick,
Neville, Hammond, et al., 2007; Monchy, Pijl and Zand-
berg, 2004; Strain and Schwartz, 2001).

Social participation refers to the following four aspects:
friendship, interaction, social self-perception and accep-
tance by classmates (Koster, Nakken, Pijl, et al., 2009).
Based on a literature study from Koster, Nakken, Pijl,
et al. (2009) social participation is defined as followed:
‘A students is socially participating properly when there
are positive social contacts and interactions with his class-
mates, there are friendships among the classmates, the
student is accepted in the class, and the student has a
feeling of belonging in the class’. Each aspect of the
social participation consist of several subthemes: Friend-
ship network and Mutual friendships (Friendship), Play-
ing together, (Un)acknowledged initiations (Interaction),
Satisfaction at school and Loneliness (Self-perception),
and Social preference (Acceptance).

An optimal social participation is important for the devel-
opment of students, regardless of having a disability or
not (Bierman, 2004; Blum and Libbey, 2004). Difficulties
in the social participation may have negative conse-
quences that influence the mental, behavioral and social
development on the short and long run, like feelings of
depression (Bagwell, Newcomb and Bukowski, 1998;
Baumeister and Leary, 1995; Bierman, 2004; Newcomb,
Bukowski and Pattee, 1993; Parker and Asher, 1993).
The negative effects of a low social participation indicate
that it is of great importance to provide an optimal social
participation for all students, especially for those who
experience social difficulties. Teachers play an important
role in stimulating the social participation, because the
teacher can be seen as the director of the classroom. To
support the teacher on how to manage his inclusive class-
room, a lot of educational literature has been provided.
However, most of this literature included advices and
strategies on how to react to the disruptive behavior and
not on how to enhance the social participation of the stu-

1In line with the regulations of our national policies, the target group ‘students
with SEBD’ consist of both student with a formal diagnosis as having a behavior
difficulty (e.g. Autism Spectrum Disorder, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disor-
der), and students who are considered to have a behavior problem according to the
teacher and/or school team and receive extra support for the social-emotional
behavioral problem.
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dent (Almog and Shechtman, 2007; Brophy and McCa-
slin, 1992; Cooper, 2011; Elliott, Witt, Galvin, et al.,
1985; Evans, Harden, and Thomas, 2004; Spilt and Koo-
men, 2009; Van der Wolf and Van Beukering, 2009).

Despite the lack in knowledge about strategies to address
the social participation, teachers do react to difficulties in
social situations. Most of what teachers do in these situa-
tions comes from the knowledge that works for them, the
so-called ‘tacit knowledge’ (Evans, Harden, and Thomas,
2004). Tacit knowledge is based on the individual exper-
tise, intuition, understanding and professional insight
(Gourlay, 2002; Wang, Su and Hsieh, 2011).

The current study aims to answer the research question:
‘Which strategies do Dutch regular primary schoolteach-
ers suggest to promote the social participation of students
with SEBD in the regular class?’. This research question
will be answered via expert panels. The result of these
panels will provide insight in teachers’ use of strategies
in daily practice to promote the social participation of
students with SEBD.

Method

Design
In order to accomplish the aim of this study, expert pan-
els were held with Dutch regular primary schoolteachers.
During the panels teachers discussed a real life case,
focusing on students with SEBD who experienced prob-
lems in the social participation. We used deductive
coding to analyze the collected data.

Participants
A total of 6 expert panels were held in January-May
2015. Each expert panel consisted of 3–10 primary
schoolteachers per panel and a moderator. The moderators
were the authors themselves, or one of the four trained
colleagues.

Inclusion criteria for the expert panels were:

• The teacher works at a regular, primary school;
• The teacher has experience with inclusive education;
meaning the teacher has or had a student with SEBD in
their class.

In total 37 teachers participated (see Table 1 for demo-
graphics of the teachers). Most of the participants cur-
rently follow an applied science master (N = 34). Two
teachers are graduated in Special Educational Needs and
one teacher is currently following a master Educational
Sciences.

Procedure expert panel
Every expert panel discussed two cases: (1) a student
with internalizing behavior problems and (2) a student
with externalizing behavior problems. Before the meeting,

all members received instruction about the cases they
could bring in. It was told that a case should be about
one of their own students, who specifically experienced
problems in the social participation. The cases who fitted
best were selected by the moderator and were introduced
by the member themselves.

During the panels, the cases were discussed via the inci-
dent method (Milus, Oost and Holleman, 2006). The inci-
dent method uses tutor groups to formulate an advice to
the contributor (i.e., the teacher with a case) and includes
four phases: (1) information phase, (2) situation analyses
phase, (3) decision phase and (4) discussion phase.

The strategies given in the decision phase were written
down on post-its and collected afterwards. With the per-
mission of the participants, the panel was recorded with a
voice-recorder. One expert panel did not give permission
to record. For this expert panel extra field notations were
made by the moderator. The recordings of the other
expert panels were replayed by the first author to collect
the strategies that were not written on post-its, most of
these statements came from explanations during the dis-
cussion phase.

Analyses

Data preparation. Discussing the cases, in the expert
panels, resulted in 286 strategies. These strategies were
digitalized and strategies that were too case-specific or
covered the same content were eliminated from the data.
This resulted in 245 unique strategies. To code and
analyze the strategies into themes and subthemes of
social participation a codebook was developed by the first
author.

Development codebook: Social Participation
Strategies. The first step in developing the so-called
codebook Social Participation, was to operationalize the
four themes and twelve sub themes of social participation
from Koster, Nakken, Pijl, et al. (2009) into practical and
operational descriptions. During this process we decided
to remove the negative formulated sub themes, because
none of these themes focused on promoting students’
social participation. During the operationalization of the
sub themes ‘Social preferences’ and ‘Social support
(behaviors)’, the two sub themes were compromised to

Table 1: Demographics from expert panel teachers
(N = 37)

Demographics teachers

Gender Male (N = 4)

Female (N = 33)

Age 22–55 years (M = 34.62)

Teaching experience 1–30 years (M = 10.5)
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one sub theme: ‘Acceptance by the group’. Also the sub
themes ‘Friendship networks’ and ‘Mutual friendship’,
were compromised to one sub theme: ‘Friends’. The
operationalization of the themes for social participation
resulted in four themes and nine sub themes:

• Friendships: Friends
• Contact and interaction: Play together, Work together,
and Participation in group activities

• Social self-perception: Self-perception of peer accep-
tance, Satisfaction at school, Social self-concept, and
Self-perception of social competence

• Acceptance: Acceptance by the group

Half-open coding. After the operationalization of the
themes, the 245 strategies were coded via half-open
coding. During the half-open coding of the strategies, the
codebook Social Participation Strategies was adapted.
Some strategies could be coded under the operational
description of the theme Social self-perception. However
coding a strategy with a sub theme gave a lot of
problems. Based on this, we decided to remove the four
sub themes and formulated two new sub themes:
‘Evaluation of behavior’ and ‘Coaching and reflecting’.

After the first round of half-open coding, the sub theme
‘Participation in group activities’ was removed, for the
reason of lack in differentiation with the other two sub
themes of the theme Contact and interaction. There were
no other adaptations needed for the codebook.

After the half-open coding the codebook Social Participa-
tion Strategies consisted out of four themes and six sub
themes (see Figure 1).

The renewed social participation codebook was sufficient
for coding 144 out of the 245 strategies (59%). The cod-
ing was independently conducted by the two authors.

These 144 strategies were directly related to stimulate the
social participation of students with SEBD. A content
analyses of the remaining strategies revealed that these
strategies mainly focus on preconditions in promoting
social participation and coping with the behavioral diffi-
culties of the student. In order to code the remaining
strategies from the expert panels, an additional codebook
was developed.

Development codebook: Pre-conditional Strategies. The
development of this codebook was done via deductive
coding and resulted in four themes based on the studies
of Brophy and McCaslin (1992) and Van der Wolf and
Van Beukering (2009). These themes are Parental
contact, Support, Stimulating desirable behavior, and
Teacher-student relationship. In order to make the
codebook sufficiently exhaustive the following three
themes were derived from the data: Educational
adjustments, Diagnostic research, and Safety of other
students. This resulted in a codebook consisting out of
seven themes and eighteen subthemes (see Figure 2).

The two codebooks were used to code the strategies
under the themes and subthemes as they are presented in
Figures 1 and 2.

Results

Strategies related to promote the social participation
As reported in the Analyses, two codebooks were devel-
oped to code all 245 unique strategies from the expert
panels. The codebook Social Participation Strategies was
used to code strategies that were directly relate to improv-
ing the social participation of a student with SEBD. With
this codebook 144 of the 245 unique strategies (59%)
could be coded. Table 2 shows examples of typical social
participation strategies.

Figure 1: Themes and sub themes of the codebook
Social Participation Strategies, after coding

Figure 2: Themes and sub themes of the codebook
Pre-conditional Strategies
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Pre-conditional strategies to promote the social
participation
The codebook Pre-conditional Strategies was developed
to code the rest of the strategies, given by the expert pan-
els. These remaining strategies (N = 101) consisted out
of coping and action-orientated strategies (Table 3).

The combination of the two codes books resulted in the
conceptual model ‘Teaching strategies to stimulate
students’ social participation’ (see Figure 3).

Conclusion and discussion
The aim of this study was to reveal which strategies
teachers use in their daily practice for improving or pro-
moting the social participation of students with SEBD in
the regular class. This was done by activating teachers’
tacit knowledge via expert panels. The main finding, after
analyzing 245 unique strategies, is that teachers did not
mainly focus on strategies that directly relate to improv-
ing the social participation of students with SEBD.
Teachers also name strategies that can be seen as precon-
ditions or as coping strategies. The codebooks and find-
ings of this study resulted in a first draft of a conceptual
model of teaching strategies to stimulate the social partic-
ipation of students with SEBD.

From the 245 unique strategies 144 strategies could be
coded under one of the four themes of social participation.
These four themes were described by Koster, Nakken, Pijl,
et al. (2009) as the key aspects of social participation. The
remaining strategies focused on preconditions, like enhanc-
ing parental contact. Even when the teachers were remem-
bered by the moderators about the goal of the expert panels

Table 2: Example’s social participation strategies

Theme Sub theme Example strategy

Friendships Friends Peer buddy-system

Contacts and interaction Play together Peer tutoring

Social self-perception Evaluation of

behavior

Teacher-student

conversation

Acceptance by classmates Acceptance by

the group

Cooperative learning

Table 3: Example’s pre-conditional strategies

Theme Sub theme Example strategy

Educational adaptations Educational adaptations Picto’s for visualizing daily structure

Parental contact Collaborating with parents Setting up a joint plan with parents

Support External support Asking advice from a specialist

Teacher-student relationship Positive approach

Stimulating desirable behavior Correction of behavior Time out

Diagnostic research Observation by teacher Observation of students’ behavior

Safety of other students Feeling of security for classmates Securing the safety of the classmates

Educational
adjustments

Pre-conditional
Strategies

Safety of other
students

Friendships and
relationships

Parental contact

Support

Teacher-student 
relationship

Stimulating
desirable
behavior

Contact and
interactions

Social self-
perception

Acceptance by
classmates

Social Participation
Strategies

Resulting in a 
positive social
participation

Diagnostic
research

Detection of 
negative social

participation

Figure 3: Conceptual model ‘Teaching strategies to stimulate students’ social participation’
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(i.e., discussing students’ difficulties in social
participation), they still had problems to focus on the goal.
It was noticed during the expert panels that teachers often
moved to discussing other topics, like the home situation of
the student, instead of discussing the problems in the social
participation. Taking these findings from the expert panels,
it can be stated that much improvement can be established
in promoting the social participation of students with
SEBD in inclusive classes.

A limitation of this study is that all the participating
teachers followed or had followed an educational course
or degree in special educational needs. It could be
hypothesized that the findings in this study are not appli-
cable to all primary schoolteachers. It is interesting to test
this hypotheses in a future data collection.

Although the findings of this study are preliminary, this
is one of the first studies with specific focus on teaching
strategies to promote the social participation of students
with SEBD. Further analyses will be carried out to see
whether there are differences between the strategies and
type of internalizing/externalizing problems, as was found
in the study of Brophy and McCaslin (1992) and Van der
Wolf and Van Beukering (2009). More insight in the use
and effectiveness of the strategies is needed and leads to
guidelines about how to support teachers in improving
the social participation of students who experience diffi-
culties in this.
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