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Abstract 
 

Inclusive education—based on the premise of social justice—advocates equal ac-

cess to educational opportunities for all students. This research provides insight 

into the inclusive experiences of school principals in a Canadian rural school dis-

trict through quantitative and qualitative inquiries. A survey was administered to 

16 school administrators, and following initial data analysis, individual inter-

views with four school principals were carried out as part of a multi-perspective 

case study of students with special needs. Overall, inclusion was viewed in a posi-

tive light and extended beyond classroom placement to meeting the needs of 

diverse groups of students within the regular classroom. The responsibilities and 

strategies of the principals that support inclusion are outlined and other factors 

that contribute to effective inclusion identified. Key factors include collaboration 

among key players in the students’ education and opportunities for professional 

development. The results have implications for school leadership preparation and 

professional development of school administrators. 

 

 

Traditionally, special needs programming has been provided in separate, special education pro-

grams, classrooms, and settings. Indeed, for the majority of Canadian provinces and territories 

special education services in schools have mushroomed since the 1960s and 1970s. In today‘s 

schools the challenge is to reverse this trend to ensure that all students have the opportunity to 

experience instruction and learning in the general classroom (Lupart, 2009). Numerous strategies 

have been advanced; however, most were based on faulty assumptions about the nature of dis-

ability (Skrtic, 1996). Advocates for inclusive education have come to the realization that the 

onus for change must shift from the individual student fitting into school programs offered to 
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schools making the necessary changes to ensure learning success for all students. The question 

―does inclusion work?‖ is no longer the question to be asking (Pruslow, 2003). Instead, research-

ers and educators need to ask ―what can be done to make inclusion work?‖ (Lupart, 2009). 

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (Government of Canada, 1982) enshrines 

children‘s right to participate in society, including educational settings. An emphasis on inclu-

sion is evident in Canadian policies on persons with disabilities (Government of Canada, 2006), 

as well as provincial and territorial education legislation. However, placement of students with 

special needs in the inclusive classroom can cause tension for school administrators and class-

room goals (i.e., the curriculum, differentiated instruction) can often clash with program goals 

(i.e., meeting individual student needs; Huefner, 1994; Philpott, 2007; Philpott & Dibbon, 2007). 

There is some lack of agreement amongst administrators when the issue of ―appropriate‖ educa-

tion is at hand. There are often cost implications that need to be considered (Huefner, 1994; 

Pruslow, 2003). On the one hand, inclusion is more cost effective because students can attend 

their home school and do not require transportation to a different location; on the other hand, ex-

tra resources are typically required at the school for inclusion to be successful (Pruslow, 2003).  

Moreover, these issues persist beyond the instructional setting and into extracurricular school 

activities (Fetter-Harrot, Steketee, & Dare, 2008). Academic activities must be balanced with 

nonacademic activities in order for schools to make the desired shift from instructional and 

physical mainstreaming to authentic inclusion.  

Inclusion means that all students regardless of differences have their individual educa-

tional needs met in the general education classroom and school context (Andrews & Lupart, 

2000; Loreman, 1999). While there are many definitions and interpretations of ―inclusion,‖ few 

reflect the concept of ―authentic inclusion.‖ By this we mean that diversity is not situated in the 

student; it is also not about where a student is placed. Rather, diversity resides in the social and 

cultural practice, values, and beliefs that make up our Canadian society. Authentic inclusive 

classrooms reflect this understanding. All students should have access to these important con-

cepts as well as the associated activities.  

Though top-down initiatives, such as provincial legislation and policy, have been effec-

tive for setting the direction and for establishing a framework for educational change, it is 

ultimately the front-line professionals, regular classroom teachers, and school administrators who 

have the major responsibility for making inclusive education work (Lupart & Webber, 2002). 

The school administration (i.e., principal and vice principal) can have a critical influence on the 

success of authentic inclusion in the community school (Lupart & Porath, 2009). 
 

 

The Role of School Administrators 
 

Striving for authentic inclusion amidst the day-to-day tensions school administrators face 

is not an easy task. School principals, in particular, need to address multiple responsibilities 

within their school settings. Current literature frames the principal‘s role into three main catego-

ries: (a) leadership (Attfield & Williams, 2003; Gameros, 1995; McClean, 2007), (b) mediation 

(Ryan, 2007), and (c) collaboration with parents and school staff (Villa, Thousand, Meyers, & 

Nevin, 1996; Zaretsky, 2004). As the leaders in the schools, principals must ensure adequate 

staffing is in place, appropriate technology is available, and safety of both staff and students is 

maintained (McClean, 2007). Parental involvement allows the onus to fall not only on the school 

staff, but it helps ensure shared decision-making processes. Villa et al. (1996) found that these 
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roles, particularly administrative support and collaboration, were indicators of positive attitudes 

among school staff toward inclusion, thus making inclusion more successful.  
 

 

Principal Perspectives on Inclusion 
 

 Few research projects have focused on the perspectives of school administrators in inclu-

sive settings and, of those studies that have, it is difficult to separate the administrator 

perspectives from other school staff (e.g., Belcher, 1995; Romano & Chambliss, 2000). While 

some studies report positive influential administrator attitudes toward inclusion (e.g., Belcher, 

1995; Stanovich & Jordan, 1998), other studies represent inclusion in a very different light—one 

that defines inclusion as a complex concept that, when put into practice, can be hindered by sev-

eral difficulties (e.g., lack of resources and support staff; Crockett, Myers, Griffin, & 

Hollandsworth, 2007). School administrators believed that their work lives became more com-

plex when they were faced with the task of including students with exceptional needs. They 

reported having expanded responsibilities, increased demands from the teaching staff, and 

heightened accountability (Crockett et al., 2007). Other concerns about the inclusion of students 

with special needs in regular school settings were the impact on general education teachers and 

students as well as the impact on the students with special needs (Keaster, Melville, & Miller, 

1999). For example, Crockett et al. (2007) found that principals were concerned that inclusion 

provided both the special education and general education students with fewer opportunities to 

learn. In addition, the principals believed that the students with typical needs felt that there was 

an increased pressure to achieve because the inclusion of students with exceptional needs re-

quired more teacher attention and a disproportionate amount of resources being allocated toward 

these students. As a result of this increased pressure on students, parents in this study objected to 

inclusion as they feared it would negatively impact their children‘s learning.  

Grider (1995) reported similar attitudes toward inclusion in his school study. After inter-

viewing parents, teachers, and school principals, it was found that none of the respondents 

favoured serving students exclusively in the regular classroom. Instead, other forms of educating 

students with exceptional needs (e.g., pull-out programs or special education classrooms) were 

preferred. Caution should be noted, however, in the interpretation of these findings given the 

early date of most articles and in the fact that the studies were carried out mainly in U.S. schools. 

 Recent studies, in contrast, have reported more neutral attitudes toward inclusion. A 

study of principals‘ perspectives of inclusion in elementary school settings (see Salisbury, 2006) 

found that schools with strong administrative support and commitment were able to effectively 

serve more students with exceptional needs in general education for a greater percentage of time. 

Similarly, Loreman (2001) found that principal attitudes and actions were a decisive factor in the 

successful inclusion of children of varied ages and disabilities. Principals in support of inclusion 

provided their staff with the supports deemed necessary to succeed in an environment where no 

possibility of ‗opting out‘ of inclusion was the norm (i.e., additional resources, planning time, 

and training). Indeed, Stanovich and Jordan (1998) found that principal attitudes and beliefs 

about heterogeneous classrooms was the strongest predictor of effective teaching practices in in-

clusive classrooms. The school principal‘s support for inclusion appears to be a significant 

determining factor in creating effective inclusive settings. 

 Two possible explanations for the differing perspectives on inclusion are identified in the 

current inclusion literature: (a) the differences among rural, suburban, and urban communities 

and (b) the differences between elementary and secondary schools (Romano & Chambliss, 
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2000). In many rural communities, regular classroom placement is the only option available to 

students; thus, inclusion is a more natural ―fit.‖ Also, the curriculum in elementary schools tends 

to be inherently flexible allowing for more modifications and accommodations as compared to 

the more rigid secondary curriculums. Knowing these contextual features are possible determi-

nants for school inclusion, it would seem that some school administrators have been effective in 

introducing strategies to overcome these challenges. This study examines school administrator 

factors in elementary and secondary schools in a Canadian rural school district where inclusion 

has been the guiding norm for over 10 years. 
 

 

Rationale for the Study 
 

Inclusive education proponents advocate for equal access to educational opportunities for 

all students regardless of physical, intellectual, emotional, or learning disability. All students, 

regardless of individual difference, learn together in regular schools that adapt and change the 

way they work in order to meet the needs of all (Foreman, 2001; Loreman & Deppeler, 2001; 

Lupart, McKeough, Porath, Phillips, & Timmons, 2009; Sailor & Skrtic, 1995). To be success-

ful, inclusion requires commitment from governments, teacher-preparation institutions, schools, 

the community, and, most importantly, individual teachers and administrators. The administrator 

perspective has been typically overlooked in most studies on inclusion. Because there is a grow-

ing emphasis on the principal‘s leadership and involvement in creating a school context that 

supports inclusion, we felt it was important to explore administrator roles in a district that is 

highly committed to inclusion.   

While inclusion was historically based more on ideals and values than research (Fore-

man, 2001), there is a growing body of research and literature which points to the efficacy of 

inclusion (e.g., Copeland et al., 2002; Deshler et al., 2002; McDonnell et al., 2003; Ritter, Mi-

chel, & Irby, 1999). There is a need for further research, especially research of a qualitative 

nature (Hunt & Goetz, 1997; Nietupski, Hamre-Nietupski, Curtin, & Shrikanth, 1997). This need 

was highlighted in key studies in the mid-1990s (Hunt & Goetz, 1997; Nietupski et al., 1997) 

where findings revealed a striking absence of participatory qualitative research on inclusive edu-

cation. Only 1.2% of the research reported in 785 articles between 1976 and 1995 addressed 

inclusion through qualitative research. While more qualitative research has been added to the lit-

erature since that time, many questions remain to be addressed. As Hunt and Goetz (1997) 

argued:  
 
The potential for participants to actively contribute to understanding of inclusion practices is great, 

particularly given the multiple stakeholders who are involved; indeed, participatory research 

methods may redefine both the research questions that are asked and the traditional role of the re-

searcher… (p. 25) 

 

The current study used mixed methods, situated within both qualitative and quantitative 

research paradigms. Our overarching research project extends beyond the perspectives of admin-

istrators and includes the viewpoints and opinions of all stakeholder groups. However, for the 

purposes of this paper, only principal perspectives are reported. The quantitative component re-

flects the input of all administrators (i.e., who chose to participate in the survey study) associated 

with a particular school district, and provides numerical data to test and validate hypotheses 

about how inclusive education practices occur in a western Canadian rural school district. The 

qualitative analysis embellishes the quantitative data by focusing in-depth on 4 of the principals‘ 
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experiences with inclusion. In addition, the strong qualitative aspect contributes to theory and 

educational practice in line with Sailor and Skrtic‘s (1995) argument that  
 

…we need research that promotes understanding of how teachers interpret their practices in con-

text, how those interpretations affect their practice, and the manner in which they change…A 

postmodern study of education transformations thus would seem to require a constructivistic ap-

proach, one grounded in qualitative or interpretivist research methods… (p. 421) 

 

Waite, Bromfield, and McShane (2005) echoed the need for more qualitative research on 

inclusive education practices and suggested that when evaluating an inclusive education program 

a reliance solely on quantitative data is inappropriate. Quantitative research presents some of the 

perspectives on some of the issues of inclusion, while qualitative research supports and extends 

these ideas. 

To this end, a study employing both qualitative and quantitative methodologies is both 

timely and important if the philosophical position that inclusion is an issue of social justice and is 

practically possible in schools is to be supported. As Canadian provinces and school districts 

move toward more inclusive educational systems it becomes increasingly important to identify 

and describe factors that contribute to the success of inclusion.  
 

 

The Rural School District  
 

 As the primary focus of the data collection for this project, the research team chose a 

school district located in rural central Alberta to better understand the experiences students with 

exceptionalities have in the school setting and to further explore the educational practices that are 

present in this district. The district encompasses 18 schools and over 4200 students with a wide 

range of school settings varying from a 12-student Hutterite Colony to a composite high school 

with an enrolment of over 800 students. The district has an anecdotal history of successful inclu-

sive practices for students with exceptional needs and has no ongoing regional special education 

programs in place. Instead, all students are taught and supported in the regular classroom setting. 

It is district policy that the individual needs of all students be the first priority when providing 

education. Individual student needs are met through initiatives such as family support and part-

nerships, provision of appropriate resources, administrative support, extra planning time, and a 

‗school-based resource team‘ in each school. Inclusion in the district not only relies on the 

school-based supports; rather, the entire community is called upon for assistance and resources.  

 The school district has adopted a unique approach to distribution of its government allo-

cation of special-needs funding. First, an amount of funding is withheld at the central office to 

provide services to schools (i.e., such as consulting) and in contrast to other districts‘ practices, 

schools are not asked to contribute on a ‗fee for service‘ basis. The district believes this removes 

the disincentive for schools to access these services for budgetary reasons. In addition, rather 

than providing special education funding only to those students who qualify for it, the district 

divides the total amount of extra funding and provides these funds to schools based on the size of 

their total student population. It is made explicit that these funds are to be used to support the 

learning of any students who require extra provisions whether they formally qualify for funding 

or not. Those who qualify for funding on the basis of a severe special need are allocated an addi-

tional amount provided for them by the government on an individual basis. In this way, the 

district believes it does a better job of supporting the learning needs of all students, while at the 
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same time making specific provisions in the event of the presence of a student with a severe spe-

cial need. 
 

 

Research Methodology 
 

Quantitative Methods 
 

 Instrumentation. All administrators (both principals and vice principals) in the district 

were invited to complete a modified, online version of the Diversity, Differentiated Instruction 

and Development Survey (DIDDs) for administrators (Lupart, Whitley, Odishaw, & McDonald, 

2006). Modifications to the original survey were made based on feedback from the district staff 

and a focus group of university experts regarding clarity and relevant terminology. In total there 

were 63 survey items rated on a 5-point Likert scale (i.e., strongly disagree, disagree, neither 

agree or disagree, agree, and strongly agree). The survey items were ordered according to the 

random number chart and ―reverse code‖ items were included.   
 

 Sample. Responses were received from nine schools in the district. Sixteen administra-

tors (i.e., principals and vice principals), representing 80% of all administrators in the district, 

completed the DIDDs survey. While this is a modest number of surveys, the high response rate 

indicates excellent representativeness of the data. The Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin Index (Kaiser, 1970; 

1974) of this survey demonstrated a high level of sampling adequacy at .572. However, because 

of the modest number of surveys, no demographic data was used in the analysis as it is unlikely 

that any meaningful conclusions could be drawn and there is high likelihood that the participants 

could be identified. It is known that administrators in the district are generally highly experi-

enced educators. It is also important to note that while the focus of this paper is on principal 

perspectives, the quantitative data includes survey data from both principals and vice principals. 

Within this district, principals and vice principals work as a close collaborative team and demon-

strate overlap in duties and flexibility in their roles. For example, a vice principal in this district 

will often take on the responsibilities of the principal should the principal be unavailable because 

of other responsibilities or events in the school or community. While we cannot assume that 

principals and vice principals hold the same attitudes toward inclusion, the quantitative data is 

used as a ―starting point‖ to further understand the perspectives of school principals in inclusive 

settings.  
 

 Analysis. In an attempt to establish a meaningful number of comprehensive items a prin-

cipal components analysis (data reduction) was completed. Items were selected based on the 

magnitude of individual item load in the varimax rotated component. It is important to note that 

each item in this analysis loaded significantly on only one subscale to allow for simple, unidi-

mensional interpretation (Thurstone, 1947). In addition, Cronbach‘s alpha was calculated to 

measure internal validity and the reliability of the items. Analysis was then conducted with re-

spect to responses on each of the identified factors.  
 

 

Qualitative Methods 
 

Paradigmatic background. Qualitative researchers tend to believe that reality is a con-

struct created by individuals interacting with those around them (Merriam, 1998). Therefore, the 
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constructivist paradigm was chosen as the most appropriate guide for this project. Social con-

structions are usually shared among individuals, thus making them more real (Merriam, 2002). In 

the qualitative research arena, meaning is mediated through the researchers‘ perceptions and 

their interactions with the participants that constitute the inquiry. The researchers must explore 

and search for how the participants interpret their experiences and what meaning they attribute to 

these experiences. This does not mean that multiple realities cannot exist simultaneously. Differ-

ent realities can exist side-by-side because they are mental constructs that do not represent ―real‖ 

in its true form. The success of the inquiry is not dependent on the identification of what is 

―real;‖ rather, it is judged based on increased understanding of the phenomenon being studied. A 

qualitative inquiry is considered reliable when others agree that the researchers‘ interpretations 

make sense and are dependable (Merriam, 2002).   
 

Sample. The participants in the qualitative component of the study represented four 

schools in the district. These schools were part of a broader research study on inclusive educa-

tion. Students identified as having exceptional needs based on the Alberta Education Special 

Education Coding Criteria were chosen as focus participants for case studies examining success-

ful inclusive practices. The exceptionalities represented in this sample of students included 

autism, mild cognitive disabilities, global developmental delay, and gifted/talented. Each student 

was provided with individualized education through an Individualized Program Plan (IPP) and 

received formal educational services to assist them with their learning. Once the focus students 

were identified, all ―key players‖ in the students‘ education (i.e., parents/guardian, program as-

sistants, teachers, school administrators/principals, school support staff, peers, and district 

administrators) were contacted and asked to participate as informants for the case studies. For the 

purposes of this paper, the focus of the qualitative inquiry was on the principals of the four par-

ticipating schools in an attempt to gain an understanding of their experiences as leaders within 

their schools and their perspectives regarding the inclusion of students with exceptionalities. Of 

the four principals participating in this component of the study, two were administrators in ele-

mentary school settings (i.e., kindergarten to Grade 6), one was an administrator in a junior 

high/high school (i.e., grades 7 to 12), and one was an administrator at a kindergarten through 

Grade 12 school. 
 

 Interview methods and analysis. Each principal took part in an audiotaped, open-

ended, semi-structured interview focused on the inclusive practices in their schools and the spe-

cific inclusive experiences of the focus student. The interview questions served as a guide to 

focus the interview while at the same time giving the participants the freedom to explore and 

recollect their own personal experiences. Following each interview, all audiotapes were tran-

scribed verbatim and the transcripts were sent to the participants to be checked for clarity and 

accuracy. At this point, the principals could also add any information that may have been missed 

during the formal interview. After member checks were completed all transcripts were uploaded 

into NVIVO 8 for data organization and coding. A thematic analysis (Kvale, 1996), in which the 

researchers were the ―miners‖ searching for meaning, was completed and common themes and 

trends within and across interviews were identified. Following theme identification, the re-

searchers revisited the data in an attempt to make sense of the ―stories‖ and accurately represent 

the perspectives of the school principals. 
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Results 
 

Quantitative Data 
 

Components of inclusive education. The 63 Likert-scale items of the original 

DIDDs survey for principals underwent data reduction (i.e., principal components analysis) to 

establish a smaller meaningful number of comprehensive items (25) designed to capture the no-

mological network associated with inclusive education practices in Canadian schools from an 

administrator‘s perspective. Item selection for the final scale was based on the magnitude of in-

dividual item loadings as seen in the varimax rotated component matrix, with the added criteria 

that each item load significantly on only one subscale to facilitate a simple, unidimensional in-

terpretation (Thurstone, 1947). Strong loadings typically in the 0.70 to 0.90 region were evident. 

An examination of the resulting Scree plot (Catell, 1966) revealed the presence of seven compo-

nents. A final evaluation of each item included in the scale was verified by researcher 

understanding of the conceptual and practical aspects of inclusive education practices from the 

perspective of administrators. 

 Scale validation is supported by a final factor structure characterized by a highly signifi-

cant correlation between nearly all intrafactor items. Notably, the seven-component solution 

explained a total of 84.43% of the total variance (Component 1 = 32.11%; Component 2 = 

12.23%; Component 3 = 10.40%; Component 4 = 9.98%; Component 5 = 7.59%; Component 6 

= 7.17%; Component 7 = 4.87%). Mean scores for each factor and for individual items retained 

in the factors are presented in Table 1 (higher scores represent more positive responses). A high 

level of sampling adequacy (i.e., Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin Index = 0.572; Kaiser 1970, 1974) and 

highly significant measure of sphericity—Bartlett‘s (1954) Test of Sphericity (χ
2

(190) = 328.2, 

prob. = <0.001)—was evident, further supporting both the approach taken (principal components 

analysis with varimax rotation) and the suitability of the items selected to characterize the scale 

construct.   

The internal validity of the seven-component factor solution as measured by Cronbach‘s 

alpha (Cronbach, 1951) was 0.89. Reliabilities for the seven subscales ranged between 0.71 and 

0.89, exceeding the generally accepted level of 0.70, validating the legitimacy of the individual 

components of the total scale. The mean score for the entire scale was calculated at 4.00, sug-

gesting an overall positive view of the district inclusive environment.  

Factor One addresses feelings of ownership and responsibility for inclusion in the school. 

Factor Two captures the essence of a supportive school team. Factor Three is about being pre-

pared and willing to adapt instruction to promote inclusion. Factor Four accounts for 

administrator beliefs and promotion of inclusion and diversity. Factor Five addresses pragmatic 

issues with respect to the implementation of inclusive education. Factor Six addresses student 

responsibility and self-esteem, and Factor Seven addresses issues regarding the parent–school 

team. When asked about parental involvement in their schools, about half of the principals stated 

that fewer than a quarter of parents assisted in classroom activities or school events with only 

one reporting school involvement from over 50% of parents.  

 Almost all of the administrators surveyed took part in some form of professional devel-

opment activities. These activities represented a wide array of professional development 

opportunities including administrator in-services and workshops, workshops at their schools‘ 

Professional Development Days, individual study, the annual Teacher‘s Convention, and other 

conferences focused on topics of particular interest.   
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Table 1 

Mean Scores of Items and Factors from the Administrator Survey 

Item Mean      SD 

Factor One: Administrator Ownership and Responsibility 4.00 0.77 
33: Generally, there is good cooperation this year among administrators (if more than 1). 3.94 1.06 
34: I have engaged in meaningful informal professional development (internet chat, discussions 

with colleagues) in order to develop inclusive practice. 
4.00 1.03 

44: I am responsible for making the school more inclusive. 4.00 0.89 
59: I have attended adequate professional development activities (courses, workshops) outside of 

my school in order to develop inclusive practice. 
3.67 0.87 

   
Factor Two: The School Team 3.98 0.73 
  2: I do not have suitable instructional materials to support the students in my school. (reversed) 4.06 0.77 
  8: The school has an efficient system for reporting absences and discovering reasons for it. 4.00 1.00 
10: Generally there is good cooperation this year between teachers and parents. 4.25 0.74 
13: School staff agree about the ways to discipline children who break rules. 3.62 0.64 

   
Factor Three: Preparedness and Adaptability 4.00 0.66 
  6: Materials are appropriately adapted for students with special needs (e.g., large print or Braille). 4.00 0.66 
  9: Including students with special needs in the regular classroom takes away from the education 

of other students. (reversed) 
3.80 1.08 

19: Teachers should spend more time on drill and memorization. (reversed) 4.07 1.10 
 61: I encourage students to celebrate difference rather than conformity. 4.13 0.52 

   
Factor Four: Valuing and Promoting Student Diversity 3.89 0.58 
11: The curriculum materials used at my school reflect the background and experience of all stu-

dents. 
3.81 0.65 

36: I believe inclusion provides students with special needs the opportunity to reveal their learning 
potential. 

4.25 0.45 

37: I encourage students to explore views which are different from their own. 4.25 0.45 
46: I do not involve students in formulating school rules. (reversed) 3.25 1.18 

   
Factor Five: Implementation 3.38 0.67 
14: My school needs more professional development activities in the area of inclusive education. 

(reversed) 
2.94 1.00 

15: Labelling of some students can separate them from others in the classroom. 3.00 0.89 
51: Discipline problems are generally dealt with in the classroom. 4.19 0.43 

   
Factor Six: Student Responsibility and Self-Esteem 4.08 0.59 
29: Students do not always feel safe at this school. (reversed) 3.96 0.87 
52: Students in my school are encouraged to take responsibility for their own learning. 4.16 0.66 
57: I encourage all students to have high aspirations about their learning. 4.38 0.50 

   
Factor Seven: The Parent–School Team 4.44 0.51 
  5: There are few opportunities for parents to become involved in the school. (reversed) 4.12 0.81 
18: Developing a supportive school community is as important as raising academic achievement. 4.44 0.63 
28: I do not greatly value the knowledge that parents have about their children. (reversed) 4.75 0.50 

 

Qualitative Data 
 

  The qualitative data yielded several key themes that demonstrated the day to day activi-

ties and beliefs about administrator roles and responsibilities in inclusive education, as well as 

their beliefs and attitudes about inclusion itself. The actions of the administrators supported not 

only the student but teachers, parents, and community members as well.   
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Definitions of inclusion. Throughout the discussions of inclusive practices several com-

ponents of the principals‘ definitions of inclusion became apparent. First, inclusion was 

identified as the ―new normal,‖ in other words, according to the principals inclusion is what peo-

ple now expect to find in schools: 
 

It [inclusion] has become so normal for people. We always used to talk about normalization. What 

is normal? If they don‘t see inclusion as a threat then it‘s normalized in mind. That‘s what I am 

hoping you find in your interviews is that people don‘t see it as a threat. If they don‘t see it is as a 

threat it‘s become normal and then we have succeeded. 

 

In addition, the principals viewed inclusion as more than an issue of physical placement. One 

principal recounted his experience including a student with severe disabilities:  
 

It was to give her that social aspect of just being with other people, with other kids, just even being 

pushed around the school. Just to be normal throughout our peers, semi-normal. And there‘s noth-

ing wrong with that. That was just an expectation. It wasn‘t just to stick her in one room all day 

and watch movies. 

 

Instead, inclusion was focused on providing educational opportunities and meeting all students‘ 

needs through individualized supports. It was noted by one principal that ―Every child will 

struggle at some point and so we ensure that there‘s support; people support, mostly, in place for 

those children.‖ Another aspect of the principal‘s definitions of inclusion was that it occurs in a 

context that supports student diversity. As one administrator asserted, ―[Our school] is, I think, a 

model of inclusion. We have lots of children within our school with lots of different ability levels 

and strengths and weaknesses.‖  

Students with special needs have emotions and desires just like the rest of the students. 

Within this diversity context all students are treated with respect. In some cases we heard admin-

istrators affirm that the need for respect applies to all individuals who are part of the school. For 

example, one administrator said, ―Treat everyone with respect whether it‘s [this student] with 

special needs or [Mr. X], who is a teacher in our school.‖  

 Another school principal focused on similarities between students rather than diversity. 

To this principal inclusion was about being ―like everyone else.‖ While this statement appears to 

conflict with other definitions, the remaining conversation with this administrator suggested that 

being ―like everyone else‖ included having the same opportunities as other students and being 

treated with respect. 

 Finally, a third aspect of the administrators‘ definitions of inclusion was that inclusion is 

often a ―rural necessity:‖ 
 

At [town A] you have the elementary and the junior/senior high and [at town B] you have the ju-

nior/senior high. That‘s the two pockets; and then you have the rural schools that surround them 

and like I said earlier small schools it is the only way to exist. The larger schools have to work to-

wards it. 

 

Many small communities do not have access to specialized programs or advanced special educa-

tion services. However, when this rural necessity was described, inclusion was always 

represented in a positive light. 
 

 School principals’ philosophies. Throughout the interviews the researchers queried the 

principals regarding their leadership and inclusion policies. Many of the schools in the district 

take part in a virtues program where students are taught about virtues and values. The principals 
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talked about this program frequently and stated that they believed in this type of education as 

well as having an inclusive ideology ingrained in their school practices. As one administrator put 

it, ―I believe in values based instruction, and our school has developed, I guess, various state-

ments which are supportive of that philosophy which also supports inclusion in order for their 

culture to be successful.‖ Another school principal reported that for such inclusive ideology to be 

put into practice the teaching staff had to live their schools‘ mission statements. In support, yet 

another principal recalled, ―There was one fellow who said that a mission is not what you see on 

the wall, it is what you feel when you walk in the hall. And I have never forgot that.‖ As a 

broader philosophy, but still related to inclusive ideology, some of the school principals dis-

cussed the importance of valuing all students:   
 

I really believe that all kids can learn and can do well given supports and encouragement and hav-

ing, knowing that they‘re valued individuals and a part of the bigger society which in this case 

would be the school or the classroom. 

 

 Collaboration. Collaboration was discussed as necessary to the success of inclusion. 

Three types of collaboration were described in the principal interviews: (a) communication with 

the parents, (b) collaboration within the school, and (c) collaboration with the community. 

Communication with parents was viewed as essential to student success. As one principal in-

formed, ―[It‘s] very critical to have the parent. They have to really know what‘s going on, and 

have to approve it because they‘ll come back and say, ‗Well, I didn‘t know that was going to 

happen.‘‖ The frequency of contact between parents of children with special needs and their 

teachers varied greatly. One family contacted the school staff on a daily basis while another fam-

ily only communicated with school staff monthly. Overall, the school principals desired more 

contact with the parents. One principal expressed the concern that ―generally, though, it‘s a 

struggle even just to get a parent to come to an IPP meeting, really hard.‖ 

Several methods of communication were used to encourage, support, and maintain open 

communication with parents. Formal meetings such as Parent Council meetings or IPP meetings 

often brought parents into the schools and provided a forum to express opinions and concerns. 

Furthermore, newsletters were distributed to inform parents and encourage their involvement in 

the school setting: 
 

When we‘re studying virtues, we send home information for parents because we believe the pri-

mary place they need to be taught is in the home. We‘re supporting the home. We‘re supporting 

the home and teaching those values and those virtues [that we teach at the school]. 

 

In other cases, special events increased parental visits to the schools. Finally, the parents were 

provided with opportunities to volunteer in the school setting, thus encouraging them to be more 

present in the school setting. 

 Collaboration within the schools involved three types of relationships: (a) collaboration 

between teachers, (b) collaboration between teachers and program assistants, and (c) collabora-

tion between school administrators and teaching staff. The principals reported that within their 

schools, teachers communicated and cooperated with each other to provide support and advice as 

colleagues. Sometimes one teacher would have expertise or skills to share with other staff mem-

bers:   
 

As a team, as a staff, right at the beginning of the year we talk about teacher strengths and what 

are our areas that we can help kids in….We are very cognizant that even as a staff we all have 
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areas where we‘re more expert at than other areas. But there‘s someone within our building that is 

an expert on everything we need to have. 

 

In addition, regular collaboration between the teachers and the program assistants was essential 

in ensuring that the educational program ran smoothly. To this end, a principal noted, ―We have 

weekly meetings with teachers and with program assistants so that the teachers can filter down to 

the program assistants what is happening.‖ 

As the third form of collaboration in the schools, the principals discussed how communi-

cation with their colleagues and teaching staff served as a form of support for them as well as a 

means to develop effective strategies. This relationship was expressed by an administrator who 

stated, ―It‘s nice to be able to talk with my co-workers, my vice principal….because you bounce 

off each other. [You] sort of got that, different teams: teacher-admin, small admin group.‖ 

 Support that is external to the school by way of collaboration with the community was 

named as an invaluable asset to inclusive practices. Support from community members and co-

operation with school programs assisted the schools in better serving the students with 

exceptional needs: 
 

You take work experience…I go up and down Main Street and I can‘t think of a business that 

hasn‘t taken a special student at some point or another. Provided that they are aware of the limita-

tions…and whether there is supervision here. 

 

Community collaboration provides the students with exceptionalities with a richer educational 

experience tailored to their needs within and beyond school. 
 

 Role of principals. A large part of the conversations with the school principals was fo-

cused on the role they play in inclusive education and what they thought a school administrator‘s 

responsibilities were. The school principals viewed it as their role to create an inclusive atmos-

phere in their school. One principal stated that ―I think my primary role is for staffing. It was 

getting people that will be hired that are prepared to live that [inclusive] philosophy.‖ They re-

ported that their main responsibility was to provide leadership and guidance in the school setting 

so inclusion could be practiced effectively and successfully. For one administrator this involved 

―facilitating those discussions, those communications, pointing people in the right direction for 

further training and making, ensuring that there‘s communication between all parties including 

the parents.‖ 

 Facilitating the inclusive practices and providing opportunities for the school staff to 

hone their skills was viewed as resulting in a determined and skillful teaching staff. The princip-

als recognized that sometimes the teaching staff would need encouragement to try new methods 

and the school principals saw it as their responsibility for motivating them: 
 

The world is different every year, so use it. But it‘s the same lesson plans year after year. It both-

ers me. But there are some people who have overheads, and they‘ll use those same overheads 

every year. But as a principal, you try and kick them in the butt and say you got to change a little 

bit but... hopefully… you have to nudge them I guess. 

 

Principals identified ways of providing the teachers with support in their inclusive teaching en-

deavors: 
 

Touching base, walking in the classroom, seeing how things are going and making sure they know 

that they can come and talk to you if things aren‘t working well and they know they can go talk to 
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the special needs teacher or coordinator, etc. Just again, making sure that all the doors are always 

open… not feeling isolated. 

 

 Principal supports. Two supports were raised as important in supporting the school 

principals in their role: (a) knowledge of available supports and (b) professional development 

opportunities. Knowing where to find resources or ―knowing who to call‖ allowed the school 

principals to be more confident in their role. It gave them access to information when required 

and allowed them to provide more effective leadership and support to the teaching staff. Profes-

sional development opportunities further enhanced the principals‘ ability to provide leadership 

and guidance in that it provided them with new ideas as well as affirmation that he/she is doing 

―the right thing:‖ 
 

I attend conferences on special needs once every couple of years. It‘s really nice to hear this is 

what we should be doing….I go to pick up ideas and when I hear what should be done and the 

benefits, we‘ve experienced all that already. 

 

 The school principals also reported relying on support from school staff, colleagues, and 

parents. Communicating with the school staff alerted the principals to what was going on in the 

school setting and provided them with opportunities to ―bounce ideas off‖ of the teachers and 

support staff:  
 

At the school level, it‘s nice to have staff that come in and talk about things…feel that you‘re ap-

proachable…share things, which sort of clues you in on what‘s going on, which is great. It‘s nice 

to be able to talk with my co-workers, my vice principal…because you bounce off each other. 

 

Support external to the school was cited as important to the principals. Again, the principals re-

ported they would ―bounce ideas off‖ of fellow administrators and inquire about how things are 

done in other schools: 
 

Bouncing ideas off of people and that‘s inter-school, too. So another principal at another school 

might have a child who has similar characteristics and I‘ll say, what do you do?…Having built 

those relationships so that you can call people and reflect with them and think and brainstorm and 

reassure yourself that you‘re doing the right stuff. That‘s the most important thing. 

 

Finally, support from the parents was viewed as an important source of support for the school 

principals. As one principal noted, ―I have been here long enough that I am able to enjoy tre-

mendous support from parents.‖ 
 

 Distribution of funding. All of the school principals in this study stated that distribution 

of funds was a ―balancing act‖ for them. There was not sufficient funding for them to acquire all 

of the desired resources or support, therefore, compromises were made and priorities placed:   
 

It is always a balancing act because the parents believe that because there is provincial funding for 

special needs that they have the right to one-on-one. Where the reality of it is that it barely covers 

two on one….I have directed the business manager to look at a balance where every high needs 

coded student that we get, we would hire a program assistant. 

 

School principals regarded program assistants (i.e., educational assistants) to be essential to suc-

cessful inclusion. Funds were spent in hiring an adequate number of program assistants to meet 

student needs:   
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The first thing we always…budget for, is staffing and so we get our teachers in place and then we 

ensure there is program assistants in place and make sure that there is enough program assistant 

support for kids with different needs.   

 

For one of the principals, making choices about the distribution of funds was made easier be-

cause of the practice of site-based management of funds. The principal was free to choose where 

his or her priorities were and how the school‘s money would be spent. This sense of freedom al-

lowed this principal to make the decisions considered to be most beneficial to the staff and 

students in the school. 
 

 

Discussion 
 

 The quantitative and qualitative results that emerged in this study explored the experi-

ences, opinions, and challenges of prinicipals working within schools that held and practiced 

inclusive policies. In general, the experiences of the principals were positive. Some of these atti-

tudes may be attributed to the rural setting in which these schools were situated. For the rural 

school district principals in this study inclusion is a ―normal‖ component of the educational sys-

tem. Many small communities have no alternatives to including students with exceptional needs 

in the general education classroom. According to the principals, however, this reality is regarded 

to be a positive attribute of rural schooling. In contrast, other studies (e.g., Huefner, 1994; Phil-

pott, 2007; Philpott & Dibbon, 2007; Pruslow, 2003) conducted in urban settings explored 

alternative programs such as segregated classrooms, pull-out programs, or special schools in 

which you may find varying opinions and experiences of inclusion when compared to a school 

board with inclusive philosophies embedded in it as the only approach. Romano and Chambliss 

(2000) acknowledged this difference while examining inclusion in urban, suburban, and rural 

districts and stated that the inclusive experiences in each setting can be very different.  

Five of the seven factors identified in the survey data were also reflected in the qualita-

tive inquiries (see Table 2). For example, analyses of the quantitative data identified 

administrative ownership and responsibility, the school team, preparedness and adaptability, 

valuing and promoting student diversity, and the parent school team as important factors for suc-

cessful inclusion. The themes emerging from the principal interviews reflected the 

administrator‘s roles and responsibilities, collaboration within the schools, adapting the individ-

ual students‘ programs to meet the students‘ needs, valuing all students within a diverse 

environment, and the importance of parental communication and involvement. Professional de-

velopment for principals was also recognized as an important component to successful inclusive 

practices in both sets of data. Fifteen of the 16 principals surveyed reported participation in some 

form of professional development activities. Similarly, professional development was cited as an 

important support during the interviews. Finally, both the quantitative and qualitative inquiries 

revealed the need, the benefit, as well as the challenge in securing parental involvement in school 

activities. Survey results showed that half of the administrators reported that only 25% of the 

parents in their schools took part in classroom activities. Only one principal stated that more than 

half of the parents were involved in their school‘s activities. Similarly, in the qualitative inter-

views the school principals expressed a desire for more parents to become involved in their 

children‘s education as they viewed the parents‘ role as an important one on the ―learning team.‖    

 The principals in this study viewed inclusion as extending beyond physical placement in 

the regular education classroom. Inclusion entailed individualized programming and support for 

all students. The philosophies of the principals in this project were revealed to be student-centred  
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Table 2 

Comparison of Quantitative and Qualitative School Administrator Data 

Factors of Effective Inclusive Practices 

(Quantitative Survey Data) 

Emerging Concepts within Themes 

(Qualitative Interview Data) 

Factor One: Administration Ownership and Responsibility Administrator’s roles and responsibilities–the need for sup-
portive motivating leadership 

Factor Two: The School Team Collaboration within the school 
Factor Three: Preparedness and Adaptability Individualized programming to meet students’ diverse 

needs 
Factor Four: Valuing and Promoting Student Diversity Inclusion is about valuing all students within a diverse envi-

ronment 
Factor Five: Implementation -- 
Factor Six: Student Responsibility and Self-Esteem -- 
Factor Seven: The Parent School Team The importance of parental involvement and communica-

tion 

 

and primed to meet the needs of all students rather than just those who have exceptional needs—

a finding that was found to be in line with the overall support and positive attitudes toward inclu-

sion in the survey study. In this way, diversity in the classroom is not viewed as a deficit inherent 

in students, but rather as part of the ‗norm‘ reflective of our communities and society in general. 

Diversity can be seen as providing opportunity for the principals in this study to ―live their mis-

sion statement‖ and value all students. The district-wide virtues program appears to also support 

the school district in its goal towards authentic inclusion wherein all students have their needs 

met in accepting, respectful, diverse settings that mirror the diversity inherent in society. 

 The beliefs and practices of the principals in this school district appear to support current 

effective schools literature (Marzano, 2003). It was widely perceived by the principals that their 

role is to provide supportive, motivating leadership while upholding inclusive principles (Attfield 

& Williams, 2003; Gameros, 1995; McClean, 2007). This finding aligns with those reported by 

Salisbury (2006), Loreman (2001), and Stanovich and Jordan (1998), in that the role of the prin-

cipal is one of leader and mentor for the rest of the ―key‖ players in the students‘ education. It is 

important to note that these administrators are working within a district that has made ―inclu-

sion‖ the essential framework for instruction and learning in the district, so these results may be 

biased toward inclusive practice. Nevertheless, the principals stated a significant need for support 

from the teaching staff, colleagues, and parents as well as opportunities for professional devel-

opment. Beyond these supports, there was a need for collaboration, a key component also 

indentified in previous reports (Villa et al., 1996; Zaretsky, 2004). Collaboration puts the onus on 

the ―learning team‖ (i.e., administrators, teachers, program assistants, parents, and, at times, the 

student) and not solely on the principal.   

The district‘s funding model was cited as supportive of an inclusive approach. While still 

a ―balancing act,‖ the flexibility that the principals experienced in funding allocation, in their 

view, allowed them to focus resources on meeting the needs of all students within their schools. 

The principals in this study said they focused on providing expertise in each school to support 

teaching and learning needs. Program support and professional development opportunities were 

prominent resources deemed necessary to support inclusion and student learning needs. This is 

an important finding given the ambiguity about the professional needs of principals and the 

temptation to underscore the importance of professional development (Wright, da Costa, & Pe-

ters, n.d.). 
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 Collaboration clearly underpins inclusive practice in this school district. The presence of 

school-based teams in each school, provision of program support, and efforts to communicate 

and include parents as well as the community support this school district‘s mission: ‗Together we 

learn.‘ Despite some challenges in gaining desired parental involvement, several strategies, such 

as newsletters, special events, and volunteer opportunities, were used to encourage more parent 

involvement and interaction. The school principals were unequivocal in raising the necessity of 

communication and collaboration between all key players (i.e., administrators, teachers, support 

staff, and parents) to facilitate effective inclusion. They provided opportunities for their staff to 

meet regularly for instructional purposes. In support, collaboration has been identified as a sig-

nificant contributing factor in other studies examining inclusion (Edmunds, Macmillan, Specht, 

Nowicki, & Edmunds, 2009; Salisbury, 2006; Stanovich & Jordan, 1998). 

 The collective results suggest that there are more benefits than drawbacks when the role 

of administrators immersed in an inclusive district is examined. This perception was displayed in 

both the quantitative and qualitative data thus suggesting these results and strategies may be car-

ried over to other school boards. There are some results that map on to existing results and some 

that have not yet been reported in the literature.       
 

 

Limitations and Future Research 
 

 While the sample from which this data was drawn is relatively small, the complementary 

nature of the data suggests that the interpretations are trustworthy. The small sample precludes 

comparison among the administrators at elementary, middle, and secondary levels. Future re-

search should examine the beliefs and practices of school administrators in other rural school 

districts in Canada and other countries that are committed to inclusion to add to the research base 

and for point of comparison. 
 

  
Contributions and Implications for Practice 
 

      This research study uncovered administration-related reasons for the reported success of 

a rural school district that is operating a district-wide program of inclusive education. The mixed 

methods design comprising both quantitative survey data as well as qualitative interview data 

lends validity to the findings. This investigation represents a contribution to knowledge in terms 

of the usefulness of these findings for future improvement for other rural school districts in Can-

ada. The study highlights practices that the district will continue, along with areas that need to be 

improved upon, providing them with a rationale for action. Other jurisdictions wishing to emu-

late the approach of this school district have a basis from which they can begin to formulate 

policy and change practice within schools and classrooms.  

 There is a paucity of empirical research highlighting ‗best practice‘ in inclusion across 

larger school jurisdictions, especially those in rural areas, and particularly with respect to ad-

ministration. Indeed, we are not aware of any other similar study involving school administrators 

in rural Canada. One of the most important contributions of this research is that it may help rural 

school districts to move forward with practice that is informed by research evidence as opposed 

to intuition or ‗trial and error.‘ 
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