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Abstract. The paper presents a systematic review of inclusive pedagogy; it differences between 
inclusive education, inclusive practice, and inclusive pedagogy; the pedagogic approach adopted 
integrates four elements: beliefs, knowledge, design and actions; further research is needed to de-
termine what teachers do, how, and why they do it.
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Introduction

The terms inclusive education, inclusive practice, and inclusive pedagogy are often 
used interchangeably in the literature. They are not, however, synonyms. In a recent work, 
Black-Hawkins (2017) explained the differences between the three concepts. Inclusive 
education is related to the political, social and cultural processes that take place in schools. 
Ainscow et al. (2006), Messiou (2017) and Slee (2018) all view inclusive education as a 
process which maximises learning and increases the engagement of all students. This 
concept is opposed to that of special education, which categorises students with SEN and, 
on many occasions, denies them the opportunity to participate and share educational 
and social experiences with their peers in ordinary contexts (Slee, 2018). In contrast, 
inclusive education refers to efforts to reduce exclusion in school curricula, cultures, and 
communities. It is perhaps the broadest of the three concepts, since the starting point 
for both inclusive practices and inclusive pedagogy is the acknowledgment of inclusive 
education (Florian, 2015a). 
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For its part, inclusive practice refers to the actions carried out by teachers1 in order 
to give meaning to their understanding of inclusive education. In other words, it refers 
exclusively to teaching practices which foster the learning and engagement of all students, 
thereby reducing marginalisation. Examples of inclusive practice include cooperative 
learning (Kagan & Kagan, 2009), ‘lesson study’ (Simon et al., 2018), or peer tutoring 
(Topping, 2015).

The third concept, on which this systematic literature review focuses, is inclusive 
pedagogy. Unlike the notion of inclusive practice, inclusive pedagogy does not refer ex-
clusively to teaching actions, but rather encompasses other teaching skills also. From the 
perspective of inclusive pedagogy, all decisions made are seen as being determined not 
only by teachers’ knowledge, competence and actions, but also by their values and beliefs 
regarding students and the nature of teaching and learning, as well as social processes 
and influences (Alexander, 2004). Conceptually, inclusive pedagogy has been defined as 
an approach to teaching and learning in which teachers respond to learners’ individual 
differences, in order to avoid excluding certain students (Florian, 2014). 

Indeed, Florian (2015b) has suggested that the starting point for developing inclusive 
pedagogy would be the recognition that every learner is different and that learning must 
be improved for all students. This approach argues that everyone can learn when the 
conditions are suitable.

In order to develop inclusive pedagogy, teachers first need to acquire a set of skills to 
enable them to facilitate processes of inclusion in their classrooms. According to Forlin 
(2001), teachers need a series of skills, attitudes, and knowledge in order to do their job 
from this perspective. Rouse (2009), however, argues that one of the main barriers to 
developing inclusion is precisely the fact that the majority of teachers do not have the 
knowledge, skills or attitudes required by their profession. This stance is closely linked 
to the analysis carried out in 2004 by Shulman, who argued that teacher training should 
encompass three key learning elements: 1) the head (knowledge and theoretical basis of 
the profession); 2) the hand (skills, techniques, and practices); and 3) the heart (ethical 
and moral dimensions, attitudes, and beliefs that are crucial to the profession). Follow-
ing Shulman’s proposal (2004), Rouse (2009) suggested that inclusion depends on what 
teachers’ ‘know’ (about theoretical, political and legal questions), ‘do’ (moving from 
knowledge to action) and ‘believe’ (about their capacity to teach all students). Florian 
(2014) later revisited these ideas, proposing an inclusive pedagogy model focused on 
what, how and why teachers engage in inclusive pedagogy.

The works cited so far all refer to pre-university educational stages. However, the 
concept of inclusive pedagogy has also been adopted in the context of higher educa-
tion. Indeed, Gale and Mills (2013) identified three dimensions underpinning inclusive  

1 Throughout this article it used the generic term ‘teacher’ to refer to education professionals 
working at all levels of the education system, from primary all the way up to university level.
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pedagogy in the university context: beliefs, designs, and actions. Thus, a fourth element 
can be added to the analysis model proposed by Rouse (2009) and Florian (2014) for 
inclusive pedagogy, namely design or planning. 

In this sense, the framework of analysis for inclusive pedagogy adopted in this article 
comprises beliefs, knowledge, design and actions. Firstly, in this pedagogical approach, 
there is a belief that all students are valuable and have something to contribute to the 
teaching and learning process. Diversity is seen as an opportunity to improve learning 
processes (Shields, 2000). This component of the inclusive pedagogy model is perhaps 
the most complex, since changing beliefs or attitudes is no easy task (Rouse, 2017).  
Nevertheless, it is important to establish initiatives to try and do just this, since studies 
such as the ones by Tiwari et al. (2015), Van Houtte and Demanet (2016) have concluded 
that successful inclusion depends on the development of a positive attitude by teachers. 
These same studies also found that teachers’ beliefs regarding students’ teachability 
contribute to preventing dropout. 

On the knowledge dimension, Rouse (2009) underlines the need for teachers to be 
familiar with teaching strategies; disability and special needs; how children learn; what 
the child needs to learn; classroom organisation; where to go for help when needed; how 
to identify and assess difficulties; how to evaluate and monitor children’s learning; and 
the legal context of education. It should be pointed out here that, while it is important to 
provide teachers with this content-based knowledge, the evidence suggests that it alone is 
not enough to improve practice since many teachers fail to apply what they have learned 
after the end of the training course. One issue that arises in relation to this, therefore, 
is the question of how to organise in-service training for teachers. From the perspective 
of inclusive pedagogy, training is best provided in the workplace, in collaboration with 
and based on the specific needs of the teachers themselves (Spear & Da Costa, 2018). 

The other dimension is the design of a pedagogy that recognizes the difference, and 
the planning of actions that really respond to the needs of all students (Gale & Mills, 
2013). The belief that all students have something valuable to contribute to the learning 
environment prompts a pedagogical design that includes and makes the most of these 
knowledge bases. From this perspective, all subjects should be designed, right from the 
very start, to try and satisfy the educational needs of as many students as possible. They 
should also be as accessible as possible, thereby minimising the need to make adjust-
ments later on, in order to respond to each students’ specific requirements (Sandoval 
et al., 2020). Within this dimension, the best option seems to be to plan in accordance 
with the precepts of universal design for learning (Lawrie et al., 2017; Ok et al., 2017), 
prioritising a proactive, rather than a reactive response.

The final element is linked to the actions or practices that ‘work with’ rather than 
‘act on’ students and their communities (Gale & Mills, 2013). Some studies focusing on 
actions based on inclusive pedagogy suggest a number of ways of achieving this, includ-
ing flexible learning, student-centred learning, and teachers who encourage students to 
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share their beliefs, knowledge, and experiences (Aguirre et al., 2020; Melero et al., 2020; 
Moriarty, 2007). Others suggest that teaching for inclusion means developing actions 
based on universal design for learning (Evans et al., 2015; Sanahuja et al., 2020), in which 
there is room for all students. Moreover, according to Waitoller and Thorius (2016), any 
curriculum which does not take diversity into consideration in its design is, by definition, 
‘disabling’. Some authors propose a different set of pedagogic strategies which seek to 
involve all students, such as visual representations, cooperative learning activities, re-
search-based approaches (including simulations), problem-based learning, work projects, 
and the use of new technologies (Evans et al., 2015). In general terms, pedagogic methods 
need to be varied (Seatter & Ceulemans, 2017) and focused on fostering constructivist 
learning through the active engagement of learners (Nie & Lau, 2010). 

In addition to methodological strategies, this last dimension also includes an emotional 
and affective component which is related to the way in which teaching is carried out 
(Moriña, 2020). Studies have therefore concluded that effective teaching methods, while 
necessary, are not the only key aspect, and that positive interactions between teachers 
and their students are also of crucial importance, along with the worry expressed by the 
former about the latter (Scott et al., 2003). There are clear benefits when teachers know 
their pupils (Arnaiz et al., 2019; Ouellett, 2004) and in this sense, teachers are invited to 
make personal relationships with their students and to develop motivational strategies 
(Scott et al., 2003). 

In short, diversity, as it is understood by inclusive pedagogy, is a common element in 
both inclusive education and inclusive practice. What inclusive pedagogy contributes is 
an approach focused entirely on teachers, although not only on their teaching actions 
but also on their social actions, beliefs, knowledge, and designs. The systematic review 
presented in this article offers an overview of what is known about inclusive pedagogy at 
all educational stages. The article analyses all existing evidence, with no time constraints. 
It aims to fill a void in the literature, since no other study to date has undertaken a sys-
tematic review of this particular topic.

Method

Systematic literature reviews are an organised and systematic method for selecting and 
critically analysing research (Petticrew & Roberts, 2006). The procedure followed in this 
article involved six steps. First, the research questions were raised. Then, the descriptors 
for the search were defined and the databases for the study were selected. Thirdly, the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria were defined. Fourth, the scientific quality of the publi-
cations was analysed using predefined quality criteria. Only studies that met the quality 
requirements were included in the study. Fifth, data answering the research questions 
were extracted. Finally, a thematic analysis of the studies was carried out.
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Research Questions

Four questions guided this review:

1) What is the map of evidence on inclusive pedagogy in terms of country, research 
methodology, educational stage, and date of publication?

2) What exactly has been researched in relation to the inclusive pedagogical approach 
(beliefs, knowledge, design, and actions)?

3) How has inclusive pedagogy been used in teacher training?
4) Which teaching and learning strategies foster inclusive pedagogy?

Literature Search Descriptors and Databases 

The descriptors for this study were: ‘inclusive pedagogy’ and the combination of ‘in-
clusive pedagogy’ and ‘education’, ‘school’, ‘primary education’, ‘elementary education’, 
‘secondary education’, ‘high school’, ‘higher education’, ‘university’, ‘college’ or ‘tertiary 
education’. These descriptors were entered in the search engines of three scientific data-
bases: ERIC, Scopus and Web of Science. 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

In this study the inclusion criteria were:

1. The study was peer-reviewed, to ensure that it met a minimum standard of quality 
and reliability in the view of other scholars. 

2. The article was published in English.
3. The article included the keywords, with no restrictions in terms of date of publi-

cation.
4. Inclusive pedagogy was viewed as a pedagogical approach based on what is done, 

as well as how and why. 
5. The article focused on inclusive pedagogy in any educational stage.

Three exclusion criteria were established: the article used the concept of inclusive 
pedagogy but with a meaning different from that represented by the pedagogical ap-
proach on which this article is based (i.e. the study had a different aim); the study had 
been published in other types of publications (books or book chapters and conference 
papers); and the article adopted an exclusively theoretical approach to the meaning of 
inclusive pedagogy or did not provide any kind of implication for educational practice.
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Document Selection 

The initial searches identified 190 potential publications in the three databases se-
lected (duplicated studies were eliminated). All the abstracts were screened for inclusion 
and exclusion criteria. Articles for which there was doubt as to their pertinence were 
also ordered for further examination. An exhaustive analysis identified 41 articles that 
satisfied the inclusion criteria. These 41 full articles were downloaded and read. After 
analysing all 41 articles in accordance with these criteria, 23 were finally selected for the 
analysis of inclusive pedagogy.

Review

Based on the research questions, a matrix was designed to systematise the analysis 
of each of the selected papers and facilitate comparisons between them. The first part 
of the matrix noted authorship, publication year, country, and educational stage. The 
second part recorded information about the study, including aims, type of study, data 
collection instruments, and a number of participants. The final section focused on main 
findings and conclusions. 

Analysis

The articles were sorted into categories by means of a thematic analysis which encom-
passed the following themes: country, educational stage, research methodology, inclusive 
pedagogical approach, teacher training, and teaching strategies for inclusive pedagogy. 
Each article was individually analysed and coded according to these established catego-
ries. This analysis allowed the four research questions to be answered.

Results

The vast majority of the studies employed qualitative research methods, with the 
exception of two quantitative works (Higbee, 2009; Woodcock & Hardy, 2017) and 
three based on a mixed design (Barrington, 2004; Moriarty, 2007; Sheehy & Budiyanto, 
2015). All articles were published from 1996 onwards. The majority were conducted in 
the United Kingdom (n = 9), the United States (n = 5), and South Africa (n = 3). The rest 
were all carried out in a single country (Australia, Canada, Indonesia, New Zealand 
and Thailand), with the exception of the study by Burnard et al. (2008), which was an 
international work conducted jointly in Australia, Spain, Sweden, and the UK.

In relation to the educational stage on which the studies focused, the majority centred 
on primary education (n = 12), with 6 focusing on university teaching and 5 on secondary 
education. The remaining two studies did not specify this information.
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All articles were published between 1996 (Winiarcyk & Long, 1996) and 2018 (Majoko, 
2018), although most of the research was carried out between 2014 and 2017.

As regards the topics analysed, three main categories were identified: an inclusive 
pedagogical approach, inclusive pedagogy in teacher training, and methodological 
strategies for inclusive pedagogy.

The Inclusive Pedagogical Approach: What to Do, and Why and How to Do it

Firstly, those studies focused on the inclusive pedagogical approach (n = 12) were stu- 
died, in terms of what is done, and why and how. The first study identified was by  
Ammah and Hodge (2005), in which the authors aimed to describe the beliefs and prac-
tices of secondary-school physical education teachers regarding the inclusion and teach-
ing of students with severe disabilities. Participants were two teachers with secondary 
school experience. Three recurring issues emerged from the results: (a) wavering beliefs;  
(b) inclusion is complex; and (c) troubled confidence. The conclusion drawn was that, 
in order to engage with confidence in inclusive pedagogy, it is important for teachers to 
feel properly trained and supported and to have the necessary resources.

Subsequently, this time in the field of higher education, Moriarty (2007) conducted a 
study to explore the use of inclusive pedagogy among members of the Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics Faculties. The aim was to identify obstacles to adopting 
inclusive teaching methods for diverse students and students with disabilities, and to 
propose ways of overcoming them. The most significant barriers identified for the deve- 
lopment of inclusive pedagogy were the lack of an inclusive mindset, lack of knowledge 
regarding pedagogy, high teaching loads and lack of time to develop new methods. The 
study also observed a relationship between beliefs, knowledge and environment factors, 
which helped teachers develop inclusive pedagogy.

Burnard (2008) carried out a study on music teachers in UK secondary schools and 
their beliefs about inclusive pedagogy and approaches to inclusive teaching and learning. 
Interviews were used to explore music teachers’ perceptions of what they believe they 
do in responding to the challenge of re-engaging disaffected youth. The findings high-
lighted the fact that inclusive pedagogies imply more than the accumulation of teaching 
strategies. Rather, they work hard to forge connections with students and find new ways 
of responding to their needs, building democratic relationships both in and outside the 
classroom, and rethinking teachers’ roles.

In a similar vein, but this time focusing on four different countries (Spain, Australia, 
Sweden, and the UK), Burnard et al. (2008) explored ways of working with young people 
on the margins of society, looking at how teachers development a learning context in 
which students can succeed musically. The challenge seemed to lie in teachers’ ability to 
strategically (rather than just tactically) focus on the musical experience as a means of 
building common ground between community cultures and values. In this study, as in 
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the previous one by Burnerd (2008), the relationship between teachers and students was 
found to be extremely important.

In 2011 and 2012, two studies were published as part of the same research project: 
Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) and Black-Hawkins and Florian (2012). These studies 
aimed to explore teachers’ craft knowledge of what constitutes inclusive practice, in 
terms of what they do and why and how they do it. The results identified several practical 
examples of inclusive education. And, also, highlighted the fact that teachers wishing to 
use inclusive pedagogy to ensure the academic achievement of all students are faced with 
a number of challenges and dilemmas in their everyday practice. The practice of class 
teachers was often varied in nature, and can be considered to be based on the standards 
of inclusive pedagogy. The study highlighted two strategies based on inclusive pedagogy: 
work choice and play zone.

For his part, Makoelle (2014) interviewed six secondary-school teachers who engaged 
in inclusive pedagogy. The main findings reported by the study indicated that there is no 
universally-accepted definition of inclusive pedagogy; rather, it’s meaning is contextually, 
philosophically, and operationally determined. The study showed that further research 
is required to redefine the idea of inclusive pedagogy. In this article, inclusive pedagogy 
referred to all teaching methods, approaches, means and principles aimed at improving 
student engagement. Moreover, it was assumed that inclusive pedagogy also encompassed 
beliefs and conceptions regarding what constitutes inclusive teaching and learning. In 
this sense, the pedagogical approach adopted was more constructivist.

In 2015, Moscardini presented the results of a study with a group of 12 teachers from 
special primary schools for children with moderate learning difficulties. The study 
explored teachers’ knowledge and beliefs about the process of teaching and learning 
mathematics in relation to children with moderate learning difficulties. The findings 
revealed that, prior to the training course, participants had limited knowledge of chil-
dren’s mathematical development, with teaching often being based on intuition and out 
dated practices. The majority of teachers had low expectations of children with learning 
difficulties. Following the intervention, participants rethought their attitudes and claimed 
that a better understanding of children’s mathematical thinking provided a more secure 
knowledge base for teaching. They also acknowledged the extent to which learners were 
limited by existing classroom practices. The study concluded that the pedagogical de-
cisions made by teachers were prompted by complex interactions between knowledge, 
beliefs and contextual factors. 

Sheehy and Budiyanto (2015) researched the pedagogic orientations of teachers work-
ing in the context of inclusive education. The findings suggested that, in general, the 
implicit teachers’ orientation was a social constructivist one. The study concluded that 
the majority of participants believed that all children learned in the same way and were 
the responsibility of all teachers. This in turn was linked to a belief in children’s right to 
receive education alongside their peers. In general, what these authors discovered was 
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that all teachers believed they could teach all children, an attitude that constitutes a solid 
basis for supporting the development of inclusive practice in the classroom. 

Slightly later, but also in 2015, Spratt and Florian (2015) studied a cohort of graduates 
from a one-year Professional Graduate Diploma in Education. The article explores how 
newly-qualified teachers (in their first year as probationary teachers) used the ideas of 
inclusive pedagogy. The authors also aimed to determine whether or not teachers who 
had completed their studies and were working in a school environment actually put the 
concept of inclusive pedagogy into practice in their classrooms. The study concluded 
that there was a common belief among participants in the benefits of valuing the par-
ticipation of each individual. When the real techniques used by teachers were examined, 
it was found that inclusive pedagogy did not offer a completely new set of practices; the 
teachers were using, for example, collaborative group work, formative assessment, and 
student choice. These findings provide additional evidence that an inclusive pedagogic 
approach cannot be reduced to a simple list of ‘how to’ tips. Rather, inclusive pedagogy 
requires teachers to make careful decisions, rooted in sound professional knowledge, 
in order to offer opportunities for everyone in the classroom learning community to 
participate and engage in the learning process. 

Two years later, Florian and Beaton (2017) carried out a study on the inclusive peda- 
gogic approach in response to questions regarding how students could gain access to 
the additional support they required without being treated differently from their peers. 
The article presented a case taken from a broader exploratory study designed to explore 
the role of pupil voice in both self-assessments and teachers’ formative assessments of 
learning. The study was designed to expand on previous work carried out in relation to 
the concept of inclusive pedagogy, which had emphasised the importance of the teacher- 
pupil relationship. The aim was to work in collaboration with teachers and students to 
deepen our sociocultural understanding of inclusive pedagogy, focusing on the student- 
pupil interaction more than on teaching or school practices, which had previously been 
the focus of analysis in the other studies cited in this section (for example, the one by 
Spratt & Florian, 2015). This study analysed teacher and student assessment practices 
and explored how teachers used what they learned from listening to their pupils. For 
their part, the students trusted their teachers to listen to them and chose to participate 
in activities that were meaningful to them as students, thus bestowing true meaning on 
the concept of inclusion. 

The last study analysed in the inclusive pedagogic approach category was by Nind 
and Lewthwaite (2018). These authors proposed applying the lens of inclusive peda-
gogy to research methods pedagogy. The results revealed that while participants had 
an extensive knowledge of research methods, the main challenge was how to develop 
their knowledge of pedagogic content. In other words, the challenge was how to make 
their expert knowledge accessible (i.e. teachable and learnable) to students. Many of the 
approaches to the teaching of social research methods described by participants were 
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designed to ensure that learners not only acquired knowledge of research methods, but 
also gained experience in them. The data revealed references to learning through action, 
student-centred learning, active learning and problem-based learning. Moreover, parti- 
cipants also learned how to connect with learners and developed competences in relation 
to research methods. Many participating practitioners made an effort to ensure that their 
practices were inclusive. The study concluded that the discourse, culture and evidence 
base for both inclusive pedagogy and the pedagogy of research methods needs further 
development, and that despite a lack of articulated inclusive pedagogy, examples exist of 
inclusive pedagogy within the field of social science research methods. 

Inclusive Pedagogy in Teacher Training 

This section outlines five articles which focused on analysing teacher training through 
teacher education courses for both novel and experienced practitioners, based on the 
precepts of inclusive pedagogy. In 2010, Florian and Linklater carried out a study of a 
new initial teacher education course based on the idea that, rather than asking whether 
teachers have the necessary knowledge and skills to teach in inclusive classrooms, the 
real question we should be asking is how to help them make the most of what they 
already know when their students encounter barriers. Based on the cases of primary 
school teachers and secondary school teachers, it concluded that by creating learning 
environments in which available opportunities were used to improve everyone’s achieve-
ment, newly-qualified teachers became inclusive professionals. The study emphasized the 
potential for surprise and its value for understanding the significance of what teachers 
think about how learning opportunities are to all students.

The second work in this section is by Walton and Lloyd (2012). The study described 
the development and implementation of a postgraduate course in inclusive education. 
The authors argued that one of the challenges linked with the implementation of in-
clusive education is the effective recruitment of teachers to satisfy the diverse learning 
needs in their classrooms. The course provided training in inclusive teaching strategies 
appropriate for all students in a classroom. The assessments carried out revealed a high 
level of satisfaction with the course among participants. The difficulties encountered by 
both students and teachers when attempting to implement inclusive pedagogies may be 
explained as challenges associated with change. The article concluded that teachers needed 
to develop a collaborative, classroom-based practice of inclusive knowledge through the 
implementation of and reflection and theorisation on inclusive pedagogies.

The third study is by Florian and Spratt (2013). This article examined the development 
and use of an analytical framework for exploring the practice of newly-qualified main-
stream teachers graduated from a one-year Professional Graduate Diploma in Education 
that was based on a concept of inclusive pedagogy. Participants were seven newly-qualified 
teachers, four from primary and three from secondary education. The study was located 
in a social constructivist paradigm, assessing and attempting to understand participants’ 
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actions and views and acknowledging the complexity of the environment in which 
they work. A key question for the research team was: how can we recognise inclusive 
pedagogy when we see it? Instead of offering a ‘how to’ guide to inclusion, the course 
provided students with an environment in which to question their practice within their 
own context, with the aim of fostering a kind of inclusive pedagogy which responded to 
the individual needs of all students in their classrooms.

Majoko (2016) carried out a study of 24 pre-service teachers’ understanding, attitudes, 
training, and concerns regarding inclusion in early childhood education. The aim of the 
study was to research the training received by teachers in inclusive pedagogy. Participants 
understood and held positive attitudes to inclusion, but felt poorly prepared and somewhat 
reluctant to implement it. They also identified contextual social and cultural difficulties 
to its practice. In accordance with the precepts of inclusive pedagogy, participants’ ideas 
about inclusion were based on the need to guarantee the participation and performance 
of all children, including those with special educational needs or those requiring addi-
tional support. Some participants, however, focused on disabilities rather than abilities. 

Woodcock and Hardy (2017) saw inclusive pedagogy as being designed to help correct 
the external causes of educational inequality. One striking finding was that for those 
teachers who had participated in some kind of formal training course or workshop but 
had not attained a specialist qualification, inclusion was seen as problematic, although 
just as importantly, the training was also found to foster empathy and commitment. The 
study concluded that in order to cultivate positive understandings of and beliefs regarding 
inclusion, greater attention must be paid to training in inclusive pedagogical approaches 
that would allow teachers to become agents for inclusion. 

The final work in this section is by Klibthong and Agbenyega (2018). In this study, 
the authors describe the development of a Special Education professional development 
partnership program with an Australian inclusive school. The program was based on 
the Inclusive Pedagogical Approach in Action (Spratt & Florian, 2015). Sixteen early 
childhood teachers from Thailand participated in the program. The purpose of the study 
was to analyse how the professional experience of teachers is transformed in relation to 
being, knowing, and becoming an inclusive teacher. The study concluded that partici-
pants in the program improved knowledge and actions on inclusive pedagogy. According 
to this work, the program can transform conceptions about special educational needs 
and influence the elimination of negative beliefs about the possibilities of learning and 
ability of certain children.

Methodological Strategies for Inclusive Pedagogy

The last five articles analysed focused on describing a set of methodological strategies 
for inclusive pedagogy. These strategies were (in chronological order of publication of 
the articles): service learning, online learning activities, multiple intelligence, universal 
instructional design, and digital stories. Although numerous references to these strategies 



145Pedagogika / 2020, t. 140, Nr. 4

 

can be found in the scientific literature, in this review we focused only on those works 
which directly alluded to how they can be used to foster inclusive pedagogy.

The earliest work identified in the systematic review falls into this category (Winiarcyk 
& Long, 1996). Indeed, it is in this study that the concept of inclusive pedagogy was men-
tioned for the first time, although it was not fully defined. Winiarcyk and Long described 
service learning as a strategy for achieving inclusive pedagogy. For these authors, the 
strategy is seen as a learning experience for both students and teachers. 

Subsequently, McLoughlin (2001) focused on online learning activities as an oppor-
tunity for developing inclusive pedagogy. For this author, the key is for students to learn 
in an environment which offers them multiple perspectives, since this enables them to 
think critically, communicate better, and solve problems. Teaching approaches focused 
on online communities provide just such an environment. According to McLoughlin, 
an inclusive curriculum would be the first step towards planning online learning ac-
tivities, which in turn would contribute to ensuring active, constructive, collaborative, 
intentional, conversational, and reflexive learning.

Barrington (2004) proposed and explained why multiple intelligence theory should be 
considered an inclusive pedagogy which may help improve teaching and learning in HE. 
In his work, he suggested that universities had been too slow to accommodate diversity 
in their teaching and learning strategies, and argued that multiple intelligence should be 
seen as an inclusive pedagogy because its vision of intelligence is very broad and it aims 
to teach and evaluate students who use more than two types of intelligence. This in turn 
enables students to make the most of their own strengths, and prevents them from being 
side lined by having to focus exclusively on traditional forms of learning. 

In turn, Higbee (2009) proposed Universal Instructional Design (UID) as a practice 
for inclusive pedagogy, suggesting that it be governed by the following guiding princi-
ples: a) developing a friendly and supportive classroom climate for learning; b) identify 
the main components of a course or programme; c) communicating clear objectives; 
d) choosing teaching methods that take into account diverse learning styles, abilities, 
ways of working and previous experiences; e) exploring the use of natural supports for 
learning, including technology, to enhance opportunities for all learners; f) considering 
multiple opportunities for students to showcase their knowledge; g) offering constructive 
feedback; and h) facilitating relationships between teachers and students. All are funda-
mental strategies for good teaching. The study concluded that although developing UID 
may involve extra time in previous course planning stages, it eventually saves time and 
eliminates the need to make accommodations once the course has started. 

The final article analysed in this section was by Vinogradova et al. (2011), who explored 
the power of English language learners’ digital stories as student-centred projects. The 
study offered practical recommendations for language teachers concerned with experi-
menting with digital storytelling, and outlined pedagogical practices and digital storytell-
ing in the light of current research into inclusive pedagogy, communities of practice and  
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multiliteracies. Using examples of students’ digital stories, journal entries, final essays 
and interviews, the authors identified the classroom as a community of practice in which 
several fields of expertise are recognised and shared.

Discussion and Conclusions

Inclusive pedagogy is a teaching and learning approach focused on beliefs, knowledge, 
design and actions, through which teachers strive to, include all the students (Florian, 
2014; Gale & Mills, 2013; Rouse, 2009). These four elements are vital to gaining insight 
into what inclusive teachers and faculty members do, and how and why they do it (Slee, 
2018). However, in the systematic review carried out on inclusive pedagogy, we found no 
studies focusing on the full model of analysis proposed in this article. Partial evidence 
was detected, however, with half the studies analysed focusing on the pedagogic approach 
as constituted by the beliefs, knowledge, and actions of inclusive pedagogy. However, 
only five articles analysed all three dimensions (Black-Haukins & Florian, 2012; Florian 
& Black-Haukins, 2011; Moscardini, 2015, Moriarty, 2007; Nind & Lewthwaite, 2018), 
while the rest focused solely on beliefs (Burnard, 2008; Sheehy & Budiyanto), knowledge 
(Woodcock & Hardy, 2017) or actions (Burnard et al., 2008; Florian & Beaton, 2018; 
Spratt & Florian, 2015), or alternatively, beliefs and actions together (Ammah & Hodge, 
2005; Makoelle, 2014).

Nevertheless, we believe it is important for studies also to contemplate the design or 
planning dimension, since as the literature has shown (Eilam, 2017; Ramirez et al., 2016), 
this is the first step towards action and should be taken into consideration in order to 
ensure a high-quality response in student teaching and learning processes.

Thus, the systematic review identified a gap in existing research into inclusive peda-
gogy. Further studies are required which analyse beliefs, knowledge, design, and actions 
(both methodological and affective and social) from a holistic perspective. Moreover, there 
is no specific education level on which more emphasis should be placed, since although 
studies are more frequent in primary schools (n = 9), this framework of analysis has not 
been used previously in any educational stage.

The data presented in the majority of studies were gathered in Western countries, 
particularly the UK and the USA. Thus, it would also be beneficial for further research 
to be conducted in non-Western and Southern countries.

Another aspect to highlight is that the majority of the articles analysed used a qualita-
tive methodology. This seems to be the most effective approach and suggests that future 
research should strive to explore teaching skills using qualitative techniques, mainly 
interviews and observations. This recommendation also applies to the analysis of teach-
ers’ beliefs and attitudes, despite the fact that these aspects have mainly been studied to 
date using quantitative methods (for example, Srivastava et al., 2016, or Subban & Mahlo, 
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2017). The existence of studies, which use qualitative methods to explore attitudes and 
beliefs towards the idea of including all students, shows that such aspects can indeed be 
effectively analysed from this perspective.

In terms of approaches to pedagogy, our study reveals four common approaches 
identified in the different works. A first approach refers to teachers having an inclusive 
belief, as they consider it their obligation to teach all their students, without exception 
(Makaolle, 2014; Moriarty, 2007; Sheely & Buyidanto, 2015). This is in line with what 
was advocated in the last UNESCO world report (2020) “all mens all”. Another approach 
refers to the importance of the preparation of teachers and how teachers who develop an 
inclusive pedagogy are trained in inclusive education (Ammah & Hodge, 2005; Moriarty, 
2007). A third approach is that inclusive teachers use a variety of methodological strat-
egies based on constructivism (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011; Makaolle, 2014; Sheely 
& Buyidanto, 2015). Finally, other studies recognise that inclusive pedagogy is more 
than just teaching strategies and those connections and relationships with students are 
fundamental to promoting learning (Burnard, 2008; Burnard et al., 2008). In fact, we 
know that in order to contribute to student learning, not only effective teaching methods 
are necessary, but also the concern shown towards students, personal connections or 
respect (Moriña, 2019). From this point of view, the emotional and affective component 
of how one teaches and learns is fundamental (Postareff et al., 2017). Therefore, training 
policies should include actions to prepare teachers in this sense. In addition, more studies 
are needed that address the analysis of inclusive pedagogy from the action component, 
exploring both methodological and affective strategies.

Although inclusive pedagogy has been studied from the teachers’ perspective, there 
is a clear lack of analysis focused on students’ voices. Only one article identified in the 
systematic review took the student’s perspective into account (Florian & Beaton, 2018).This 
prompts us to conclude that not only is more research required into inclusive pedagogy 
in general, but that said research should strive to include other voices also. Understand-
ing what teachers do, and how they do it, from the students’ perspective, may provide 
extremely valuable information for gaining insight into the key elements of the teaching 
and learning process that foster inclusion. Other authors have concluded that the voice 
of students is a powerful lever for improving educational practices and for advancing 
towards inclusion (Canning, 2017; Dare & Nowicki, 2018).

As regards teacher training in inclusive pedagogy, although there is evidence that 
reflects the importance of training in this field and demonstrates the high level of sat-
isfaction felt by participants after attending courses of this nature (for example, Walton 
& Lloyd, 2012), due to the small number of articles focusing on this question (n = 5) 
and their content, we are unable to draw any firm conclusions regarding what form this 
training should take. This may constitute a possible avenue of future research, with stu- 
dies focusing on the design, development and assessment of training courses in inclusive 
pedagogy. Teacher training, including pedagogy, as described in this systematic review, 
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transforms (Klibthong & Agbenyega, 2018) and has an immediate impact on the learning 
of all students. In line with the analysis carried out in this article, teacher training should 
be diverse and multifaceted. Knowledge is needed about how to teach, but also about 
how to interact with students, or how to connect with them emotionally and affectively. 

One final idea that should be highlighted is linked to the methodological strategies 
which foster inclusive pedagogy. Only five strategies were identified in the review: service 
learning, online learning activities, multiple intelligence, UID and digital stories. We 
believe there are many more, although due to the rigour of the systematic review carried 
out, and considering the descriptors used for searching the databases, only those presented 
in this article were linked to the concept of inclusive pedagogy. If we had used ‘inclusive 
practice’ instead of ‘inclusive pedagogy’ as our keyword, then it is likely that many other 
works would have emerged in relation to methodological strategies. However, analysing 
this question would require another systematic review, rather than the one proposed here.

In any case, of the strategies presented in this review, the UID is particularly powerful. 
Therefore, so that the curriculum is not exclusive (Carballo et al., 2019), the teaching staff 
must design the subjects for everyone. To this end, among other aspects, the materials 
must be varied and in different formats, or the evaluations must be diverse and accessible.

Finally, based on the systematic review carried out, we can conclude that inclusive 
pedagogy is an emerging area of research that deserves closer attention from the research 
community. Future studies may contribute to ensuring that educational environments 
take proactive action and strive to ensure the social and educational engagement of all 
students, not only those with special educational needs. Inclusive pedagogy may reduce 
dropout rates and improve the academic success of all students. Understanding which 
beliefs, knowledge, designs, and actions prompt teachers to engage in inclusive pedagogy 
may encourage others to follow their example, providing a scientific foundation for what 
to do to ensure that all educational environments are as inclusive as possible.

Limitations

This paper has two limitations which should be acknowledged. First, few articles have 
been published on inclusive pedagogy in higher education, and this may have limited 
the review carried out. And second, since some of the articles reviewed described the 
results with more information than others (for example, some works failed to specify 
the educational stage on which the study focused), some relevant data may be missing 
from the study carried out.
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Santrauka

Šis tyrimas atliktas siekiant apžvelgti tai, kas yra žinoma apie inkliuzinę pedagogiką 
visoje švietimo sistemoje. Straipsnyje analizuojama pagal porinę apžvalgą (angl. peer review) 
recenzuota mokslinė literatūra apie inkliuzinę pedagogiką. Iš viso rasta 190 straipsnių, kuriuose 
aprašyti įvairūs inkliuzinės pedagogikos aspektai. Iš jų 23 atitiko nustatytus kriterijus ir buvo 
peržiūrėti. Analizuojami straipsniai buvo suskirstyti į kategorijas, apimančias šias temas: šalis, 
ugdymo etapas, metodika, inkliuzinės pedagogikos požiūris, mokytojų rengimas ir inkliuzinės 
pedagogikos mokymo strategijos. Atlikus sisteminę apžvalgą aprašomi inkliuzinės pedagogikos 
srityje atlikti tyrimai, taip siekiant padidinti mūsų dabartinį supratimą, ką mokytojai / dėstytojai 
daro siekdami įtraukti visus mokinius į mokymąsi ir kaip bei kodėl tai daro. Analizuojama, kuo 
skiriasi inkliuzinis ugdymas, inkliuzinė praktika ir inkliuzinė pedagogika. Čia pedagoginis 
požiūris apima keturis elementus: įsitikinimus, žinias, sumanymus ir veiksmus. Rezultatai 
išryškina faktą, kad visuose švietimo lygiuose reikalingi tolesni tyrimai, kad būtų galima 
išanalizuoti inkliuzinę pedagogiką praktikuojančių mokytojų / dėstytojų įsitikinimus, žinias, 
sumanymus ir veiksmus. 

Esminiai žodžiai: inkliuzinė pedagogika, įvairovė, mokytojai, dėstytojai, fakulteto nariai, 
sisteminga literatūros apžvalga.
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