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Abstract 

Classroom compositions have been dramatically shifting to include a wider range of cultural, 

linguistic, and developmental diversity. Research surrounding the professional learning sought 

by teachers to work in diverse classrooms has been international in scope and primarily focussed 

on initial teacher training programs, in-service and professional development, and teacher 

turnover. Studies from Australia, Eastern Asia, North America and Western Europe outline the 

comfort and preparedness level of teachers worldwide, consistently identifying a correlation 

between classroom compositions and challenges teachers experience. The purpose of this study 

was to explore the experiences of British Columbia public school teachers, specifically, as they 

relate to the contemporary dynamic classroom compositions. An explanatory sequential mixed 

methods approach was implemented here whereby quantitative data, collected using an online 

survey was used to identify themes for further exploration in a qualitative focus group 

discussion. Perceptions identified in this study were based on thematic identification through 

convergent and divergent analysis. This research revealed that teachers, though feeling mostly 

comfortable to meet the needs of their students, often feel ill-prepared and not supported with 

their work in diverse classrooms. To determine the preparedness of educators, teachers were 

asked specifically about their initial teacher training, in-service opportunities, and impactful 

professional learning. To gain more insight into supports necessary to assist teachers in meeting 

the needs of their students, participants were queried about their access to resources, consistency 

of specialists within the district and EA allocation. This paper elaborates on these findings and 

how they were determined. The significance and limitations of this paper are also established 

while providing recommendations for further research.  

Keywords: diverse classroom compositions, initial teacher training programs, 
professional development, support, resources, EAs, specialist teachers, British Columbia  
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Concurrently, international and national data reveals that teachers worldwide feel under-

prepared to work effectively with the wide range of learners who comprise the contemporary 

classroom (Rowan et al., 2019; Waitoller & Artiles, 2013). While Canadian educators have legal 

and moral obligations to ensure each child in their care is receiving a high-quality education in a 

safe and caring environment, national and international studies expose that teachers feel 

underprepared to work effectively with the wide range of learners who comprise the 

contemporary classroom (B.C. Ministry of Education, 2008). As classroom dynamics continue to 

shift to include students from a magnitude of backgrounds, it is imperative that educators remain 

current on strategies that can support the needs of all learners (B.C. Ministry of Education, 

2008). Teacher classroom practices are considered one of the most crucial mechanisms by which 

a teacher influences their students’ academic achievement (Blömeke et al., 2016). Additionally, 

as classrooms are “social environments” and interactions with teachers and peers shape the 

learning process, the composition of classrooms is an essential aspect to identify, when 

addressing student academic achievement (Urdan & Schoenfelder, 2006). Currently, professional 

development opportunities which strive to encourage inclusive pedagogy and promote diversity 

within the classroom are not effective (Ryan et al., 2020). Teachers require learning 

opportunities that are applicable (job-embedded), collaborative and provide real-life ready to use 

strategies to better meet student needs and support individual academic growth (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2017). 

Researcher Context 

Although the landscape in the classroom is changing, diversity within schools is not 

necessarily a new topic (Byrd & Alexander, 2020). According to Waitoller and Artiles (2013), 

there had been over a thousand peer-reviewed articles published surrounding topics about 
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professional development (PD), inclusive education and teacher learning, and this study is now 

nine years old. Having grown up in the Northwest Territories, I have first-hand experience with 

cultural, linguistic, and developmental diversity. One of the greatest strengths to an inclusive 

school is that it promotes empathy, maturity, leadership, and prosocial behaviours among all 

students (Brown, 2022). As an individual who attended multicultural and multilingual schools 

while attending classes with students with diverse learning needs, I can attest that this is indeed 

the case. Being exposed to many learning styles in my own academic career caused me to enroll 

into a Minor in Special Education at the University of Alberta, where I completed my 

undergraduate degree in 2009. The knowledge, insight and first-hand experiences gained through 

this program are what fostered my passion for inclusive education and pedagogy. 

The first eight years of my career (2009 - 2017) were spent teaching abroad at US- 

accredited international schools. While living in Sweden, Guatemala, Egypt, and Myanmar, I 

was exposed to many different cultures, languages, and educational needs within my own 

classroom. Although these were mostly for-profit private institutions (aside from the 

International English School in Sweden), I found that the diverse range of knowledge, skills, 

understandings, and values caused the dynamic classroom makeup to be a strength, rather than a 

hindrance. Both the strengths and challenges that emerged from these international opportunities 

led me to develop a more well-rounded skill set and knowledge base about educational 

pedagogy. These diverse experiences have shaped who I am as an educator today.  

Shortly after moving back to Canada, I had the opportunity to work full-time, in a grade 

5/6/7/8 classroom. The student demographic I was teaching varied drastically, not only in age but 

in learning needs, interests, and motivation. This was the first year in my career where I felt as 

though my background knowledge and skills were not as well-versed as I would have hoped, and 
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as it pertained to working with students from diverse backgrounds in an inclusive setting, 

professional development (PD) opportunities were few and far between. This caused me to 

reflect, as I did not know where to turn for support with regards to the varied needs I wanted to 

reach within my classroom. This year (2022-2023), I began working as a support teacher (or case 

manager) in a public district in British Columbia. This position is vastly different from classroom 

teaching, both regarding my role with supporting student needs and collaborating with 

specialized instructors within the district. The inherent need for both professional learning and 

greater supports for students to promote high-quality inclusive school has since shaped my 

passion into research. 

Study Justification 

In Canada, education is under the exclusive jurisdiction of the individual provinces and 

territories (UNESCO: Canada Inclusion, 2020b). The Education Act (1996) states the purpose of 

the British Columbia (B.C.) school system is “to enable all learners to develop their individual 

potential and to acquire the knowledge, skills and attitudes needed to contribute to a healthy, 

democratic and pluralistic society and a prosperous and sustainable economy” (Government of 

British Columbia, Chapter 61, preamble). For this goal to be achieved, “the school system must 

strive to ensure that differences among learners do not impede their participation in school, their 

mastery of learning outcomes, or their ability to become contributing members of society” (B.C. 

Ministry of Education, 2008, p. 4). Inclusive education, according to the Universal Declaration 

of Human Rights, has been established as a human right to ensure equal educational 

opportunities for all without discrimination or exclusion (United Nations, 1948). To promote the 

growth of all learners, educators are expected to become increasingly more aware of ways to 

navigate conversations and topics within an accepting and inclusive framework (B.C. Ministry of 
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Education, 2008). Teachers in B.C. have a legal obligation to ensure the rights of all students are 

being upheld (Government of British Columbia, 2016). 

The Government of British Columbia’s mandate to support inclusive schools expresses 

that educators are responsible for “creating inclusive and responsive learning environments that 

recognize the value of diversity and provide equity of access, opportunity and outcome for all 

students including students with disabilities and diverse abilities” (2022a, preamble). According 

to the Diversity in BC Schools: A Framework (2008), it is about “respecting human rights, 

international and legal obligations, but also about improving the quality of education, based on 

sound 21st century research and best practices” (p. 17).  

Through extensive research and literary analysis, it has been established that educators 

feel ill-prepared to teach in the diverse classroom settings seen today (Brennan et al., 2021; 

Dulfer et al., 2021; Florian, 2012; Sharma et al., 2008; Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014). By focusing 

primarily on initial educational programs, as well as professional development opportunities, it is 

clear there is a deficit in the quantity and quality of learning opportunities for teachers in the 

field of inclusion; a search in the peer-reviewed library database yields a little over 200 results, 

and this encompasses international studies and various teaching levels and subjects (VIU Library 

Database Search, 2022). Cretu and Morandau (2020), in their literary analysis of Initial 

Education for Inclusive Education, stated that “it is necessary to invest further efforts in the 

continuous professional development of teachers in what concerns IE [inclusive education] 

aspects… [as it is an issue] …related to general education and regular schools” (p. 3). Their 

analysis concluded that the most important contributions to the development of the field of 

inclusive education, teacher training and professional development came from authors: Florian 

L. (Scotland), Forlin, C. (Hong Kong), Loreman, T. (Canada) and Sharma, U. (Australia). After 



FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSE CLASSROOM COMPOSITIONS 5 

conducting a literary search on Canadian professional development opportunities, it can be 

established that Concordia University of Edmonton and the University of Calgary lead the way 

in identifying the lack of congruence between learning opportunities for educators and meeting 

the needs of students within the classroom in Canada (Cretu & Morandau, 2020; Chu et al., 

2020). One person of note in B.C. is Dr. Leyton Schnellert, Assistant Professor in the University 

of British Columbia’s Faculty of Education, who has conducted considerable research on 

professional teacher learning and supporting student diversity in inclusive education (Brownlie et 

al., 2016). His work has shown some potential in increasing access to learning for students in 

inclusive classrooms (Brownlie et al., 2016; Brownlie & Schnellert, 2009) and learning 

community (systemic) approaches to professional development (Butler & Schnellert, 2012; 

Schnellert, 2011). Research demonstrates that educators require additional support to encourage 

inclusivity within their classrooms (Butler & Schnellert, 2012). After conducting international 

and national research on inclusive professional development opportunities available for 

educators, there remains a disparity between the need and availability. It has therefore been 

established that greater emphasis must be placed on providing teachers with greater support and 

resources to meet the needs of their diverse classroom compositions.  

Study Purpose  

The purpose of this study was to develop a deeper understanding about the needs of 

educators within British Columbia public schools with respect to their work in complex 

classrooms. The goal was to determine if further professional development was a potential 

solution, and if there was indeed a need for greater professional development opportunities for 

classroom teachers in response to the classroom dynamic shifts. To have applicable and 

appropriate professional development opportunities for educators, according to my literary 
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analysis, is a dire need in the 21st century. Initial education programs were compared with 

professional development opportunities and additionally topics exploring a greater necessity for 

increased teacher support in terms of resources and specialist educators became evident.  

To meet the purpose of this study, teachers were asked to discuss their educational 

experiences with regards to initial teacher training and professional learning to determine if 

education played a role in preparing educators to meet the needs of their students. Additionally, 

teachers were asked to analyze their classroom compositions to address what diversity and 

inclusive practices present themselves within their personal classrooms. Further, teachers were 

asked to discuss the necessary supports which would allow for greater student success. After 

completing both quantitative and qualitative research, emphasis began to split among both 

professional learning opportunities and supports available for educators. 

Guiding Questions 

This study is guided by the following questions and sub questions: 

• What are the experiences of British Columbia public classroom teachers related to 

diversity and inclusion in their classrooms? 

o What are the biggest challenges facing classroom teachers in B.C. that 

pertain to inclusive environments? 

o How did initial education programs provide training for teachers to be 

ready to teach in diverse classroom settings? 

o What professional development opportunities in relation to diversity and 

inclusion have been available and useful to teachers? 

o Was multicultural education addressed in any pre-service courses or 

professional development options? To what extent? 
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o What systemic supports are in place or missing that will assist teachers in 

meeting the needs of their students? 

Study Overview 

To develop a study that will rectify limitations and meet ethical considerations, I have 

chosen to follow the explanatory sequential mixed methodology. This study was completed in a 

four-step process, where the first phase of this research was quantitative. This quantitative 

research was conducted on a voluntary basis through the use of an online survey. Data from this 

survey was then analyzed and synthesized to develop themes for the next portion of the study. 

After gathering the detailed quantitative data, the third step in the process was to generate a focus 

group of educators to discuss diverse classroom experiences and inclusive methodologies 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Documentation was maintained in the form of a digital 

workbook, then synthesized into a final conclusion based on the findings of this study.  
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review 
 

Worldwide, educators claim to have seen an increase in student diversity within their 

classrooms (Brennan et al., 2021; Cretu & Morandau, 2020; Florian, 2012), and the availability 

of resources outlining multicultural research in education has become increasingly more varied 

(e.g., Banks, 1993; Gibson, 1984, Mahiri, 2017; Malekan, 2015). Challenges have been 

emerging within educational systems due to the greater cultural, linguistic, and developmental 

diversity of students, found in each mainstream classroom (Arvelo-Rosales et al., 2021). Studies 

from Australia, Eastern Asia, North America, and Western Europe reported teachers felt less 

confident in meeting the needs of their diverse students (Dulfer, 2015; Florian, 2012; Ryan et al., 

2020), especially as it pertained to teaching those who exhibit learning, mental health and 

behavioural challenges, as well as those from culturally, linguistically and economically diverse 

backgrounds (Lunn Brownlee et al., 2020; Mayer et al., 2017; Rowan et al., 2019).  

It has been established that it is the teacher’s role to reinforce that each individual learner 

has the right to learn and to be at school; and that it is within the teacher’s purview to provide 

each of these students with access to a high-quality education (Engelbrecht & Savolainen, 2018; 

Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021; Paju et al., 2016). Teachers are required to attend to all learners 

regardless of their abilities or needs (Gómez-Hurtado et al., 2021; Ryan et al., 2020). Historically 

teacher education programs provided their future teachers with little information regarding 

inclusive education; programs today have continued to only offer courses on inclusive education 

as optional electives, if offered at all (McCrimmon, 2015; Smith & Smith, 2000; Sokal & Katz, 

2015). Unfortunately, it seems as though initial teacher training and professional development 

programs have been organized in such a way that little emphasis is placed on meeting the 
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perceived needs of educators to best serve the diverse classroom in which they work (Cavendish 

et al., 2021; Engelbrecht & Savolainen, 2018; Forlin, 2001).  

Mittler (1989) expressed the importance of equalizing educational opportunities for 

students who have historically suffered with varying degrees of marginalization through the 

development of inclusive pedagogy; the importance of developing this inclusive culture remains 

at the heart of education today (Brennan et al., 2021; Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014; Urdan & 

Schoenfelder, 2006). It has been established that it is necessary for teachers to be provided with 

appropriate learning opportunities to establish how to effectively implement strategies that 

benefit each individual learner (Byrd & Alexander, 2020). According to Chu et al. (2020), the 

correlation between teacher participation in PD on topics of inclusive education were directly 

indicative of student academic success. As Horace Mann declared in 1848 (as cited in Education 

and Social Inequity, n.d.), “education, then, beyond all other devices of human origin, is the great 

equalizer of the conditions of men” (para. 1). 

In this chapter, I intend to synthesize a variety of ideas about inclusivity and diversity 

training for public school educators across Australia, Eastern Asia, North America, and Western 

Europe, by exploring professional learning opportunities available and the need for a more 

deliberate training program. Further, a review of required supports for teachers to meet diverse 

student needs is integral for driving this study forward. It is not my intention to displace or 

suggest previous research is limited; however, I hope to place a critical eye on the state of current 

professional learning programs, needed supports within diverse classroom compositions and to 

address the inherent requirement for more purposeful training on inclusivity and greater resource 

allocation to meet student needs specifically in British Columbia public classrooms. 
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Key Terms and Relevant Theories 

This section will discuss identified key terms and definitions used in this literature 

review. It should be noted that, like many terms used in education, the scan of literature reveals 

inherent complexities and nuances in how these terms are used and defined. 

Inclusion  

Authors worldwide struggled to discuss topics surrounding inclusion and diversity, as 

there are often many conflicting definitions. Furthermore, distinguishing between inclusive 

pedagogy, inclusive education and inclusive practice are important because the term inclusion 

has a wide variety of uses in education (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011; Waitoller & Artiles, 

2013).  Inclusive education was initially presented as an accommodation of individual 

differences (primarily learning challenges) within the structures and processes that are available 

to all learners (Florian, 2012). Further, Arvelo-Rosales et al., (2021) expressed that “inclusion 

encompasses more than educational attention to students with difficulties. An inclusive school 

must have the capacity to attend to all students and offer a teaching-learning process appropriate 

to their needs or abilities” (p. 1). Inclusive education is therefore described as a “systemic 

process of overcoming barriers to participation and learning for all students” (Waitoller & 

Artiles, 2013, p. 327). It is important to note that inclusive practices vary widely depending upon 

specific educational needs of students and that inclusive models need to be adapted to suit the 

needs of each individual learner (Bubpha, 2014; Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011).  

In British Columbia specifically, inclusion “describes the principle that all students are 

entitled to equitable access to learning, achievement and the pursuit of excellence in all aspects 

of their education” (Government of British Columbia, 2016, para. 5). The British Columbia 

government states that students with special needs are “students who have a disability of an 
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intellectual, physical, sensory, emotional or behavioral nature, has a learning disability or has 

special gifts or talents” (Government of British Columbia, 2016, para. 6). For the purposes of 

this paper, inclusion and inclusive education will used to describe “the process of overcoming 

barriers to participation and learning for all students (students with diverse abilities, cultures, 

gender and racial/ethnic background)” (Waitoller & Artiles, 2013, p. 324). 

Culturally Appropriate Pedagogy  

Multicultural education (ME) attempts to foster globally aware students with values that 

promote and appreciate cultural diversity, social equality, racial harmony, and national 

cohesiveness (Rybinska et al., 2020). Multicultural education, peace education, and other similar 

approaches have been implemented across school districts to not only cultivate and promote an 

inclusive and open-minded culture necessary to contribute to a more peaceful and democratic 

society; but to reduce inequitable outcomes within student demographics (Banks & Banks, 2004; 

Elmi, 2010; Harber & Sakade, 2009). Cultural diversity management is understood from both an 

inclusive and intercultural perspective; one that allows all students to be brought together in the 

same educational context and same system of activity, without the need for segregation 

(Carrasco & Coronel, 2017).  

Culturally responsive pedagogy, or culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP), is one that 

provides “a more progressive and socially conscious mindset about culture, learning and 

diversity” (Howard & Rodriguez-Minkoff, 2017, p.9). This student-centered approach to 

teaching, uses students’ unique and individual strengths to promote student achievement and a 

sense of well-being about the student’s cultural place in the world (Brennan et al., 2021; Florian, 

2014; Reigeluth & Carr-Chellman, 2012). Teaching and learning are then viewed as cultural acts 

where differences are explored (Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017). CRP is divided into three functional 
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dimensions: the institutional dimension (the need for reform of the cultural factors affecting the 

organization of schools, school policies and procedures), the personal dimension (teachers learn 

to become culturally responsive), and the instructional dimension (practices and challenges 

associated with implementing CRP in the classroom) (Lynch, 2022).  

Learner-centered Pedagogy  

Learner-centered instructional theory emphasizes the learner’s characteristics as central 

in the decision-making process about activities and assessments (Reigeluth and Carr-Chellman, 

2012). In order to facilitate effective learner-centered theory, transformability must be at the 

heart of an educator’s personal pedagogy. Transformability is a term used to assert the belief 

“children’s capacity to learn can change and be changed for the better as a result of what happens 

and what people do in the present '' (Hart et al., 2004, p. 166). In terms of establishing a student’s 

academic growth, their understanding and manner of critically thinking about content must be 

assessed. Understanding has been defined as both making meaning and assessing competing 

perspectives to arrive at an informed perspective (Bråten et al., 2017). To promote individualized 

success, a tiered approach to intervention, called Response to Intervention (RTI) has been 

established. It is a process where all students are taught using “evidence-based teaching practices 

designed to allow all students to succeed” and is a method typically adopted by a school or 

school district (Robinson & Hutchinson, 2016, para. 5). This tiered intervention is designed to 

assess students based on risk, rather than deficit to identify positive learning strategies early 

(Katz, 2013). To lead to greater student success, a framework for creating inclusive classrooms, 

the Universal Design for Learning (UDL), encourages educators to integrate instructional 

practices that allow all learners to succeed (Katz, 2013). UDL promotes a teacher mindset that 

builds scaffolds into the curriculum to meet the learning needs of all students regardless of 
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learning styles, abilities, and interests. This flexible style of classroom instruction and 

assessment is meant to create an inclusive environment where all students can find success 

(Katz, 2013).  

Teacher Reflection/Attitude  

According to Barzilai and Chinn (2018), epistemic education is “education for critical 

thinking, inquiry and argumentation yet extends these by considering the metacognitive aspects 

of epistemic thinking more fully and explicitly” (p. 354). This field of education has teachers use 

reflexivity to analyze their own comprehension, views, values and potential biases in order to 

shift educational practices to be more inclusive to the diversity prevalent in today’s classrooms 

(Lunn Brownlee et al., 2019). Reflexivity relates to both the social and psychological nature of 

decision making; for Archer (2012), reflexivity is an internal conversation that includes 

discernment, deliberation, and dedication. For educators to learn from professional development 

opportunities and apply these strategies within their classrooms, epistemic reflexivity is 

necessary.  

According to Hofer (2016), epistemic cognition, refers to “a set of mental processes that 

involve the development and employment of one’s conceptions of knowledge and knowing” (p. 

20). Critical analysis of personal views on inclusive practices through epistemic cognition will 

establish a baseline for educators to grow within their profession. Epistemic fluency or adaptivity 

supports the ability for educators to think about their epistemic aims in ways that do not 

automatically reproduce or naturalize existing, familiar, or powerful ways of knowing in 

professional contexts (Lunn Brownlee et al., 2019). This shift of thinking and mindset promotes 

adaptable thoughts and behaviours, especially as it pertains to the role educators play within their 

diverse classrooms (Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014). Epistemic meta-competence is “competence 
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for assessing whether judgements can be made reliably enough under current conditions” 

(Barzilai & Chinn, 2018, p. 362). As professionals, teachers must be willing to examine both the 

profession and their own beliefs to have room to grow and improve (Katz, 2013).  

Differentiation  

As Katz (2013) established, the UDL framework does not establish the “one-size-fits-all” 

approach, rather it “encourages educators to provide many entry points into curricula” (p.3). 

Suprayogi et al. (2017) define differentiation as “an instructional approach that accommodates 

the diversity of students by 1) coping with student diversity, 2) adopting specific teaching 

strategies, 3) invoking a variety in learning activities, 4) monitoring individual student needs, and 

5) pursuing optimal learning outcomes'' (p. 292). Two criteria must be present for an 

instructional strategy to be considered differentiated: variations that are made must be both 

deliberate and adaptive (Jager et al., 2022). A framework created by Carol Ann Tomlinson 

(2001) for differentiated instruction centers on four facets of differentiated instruction: content, 

process, product, and environment. Therefore, differentiation is dynamic and immersive 

throughout each facet of a classroom to drive individualized student success.  

Adaptivity is a concept used to describe differentiation between students where 

instructional activities match learner characteristics. This process has a positive impact on 

student learning as it makes each lesson individualized to cater to the needs and interests of that 

individual student (Jager et al., 2022). According to B.C. policy, “adaptations are teaching and 

assessment strategies especially designed to accommodate a student’s needs so he or she can 

achieve the learning outcomes of the subject or course and to demonstrate mastery of concepts” 

(Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 1). Essentially adaptations are considered “best practice” in 

teaching and rather than represent an unfair advantage for students, provide individualized 
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learning opportunities (Ministry of Education, 2009). Differentiation can therefore be thought of 

as providing embedded adaptations for students to be successful in classroom settings (Eikeland 

& Ohna, 2022).  While literature on differentiation often emphasizes differences in academic 

ability or ‘readiness’ as the focus for teaching strategies, differentiation can also play an 

important role in broader inclusive practices that cater to sociocultural factors (Dulfer et al., 

2021). Differentiated instructional and assessment strategies recognize the cultural diversity of 

students in the classroom and tailor these to meet the needs of individual students (Jager et al., 

2022). Students do not and should not all learn in the same way; there is no such thing as a 

homogeneous classroom (Fernández, 2013).  

Professional Development  

To establish a need for professional development opportunities, it is imperative that 

professional development be defined, as it differs from initial teacher training and in-service 

learning opportunities substantially. Within a British Columbia context, initial teacher training 

programs, or pre-service learning, are typically bachelor’s degrees in education, or one- or two-

year programs completed after a bachelor’s degree, consisting of both course work and 

practicum experiences focusing explicitly on competence and professional standards in B.C. 

(Government of British Columbia, 2022a). Alternatively, professional development is described 

as autonomous training individual teachers undertake depending upon their own personal or 

professional needs (Toal, 2022). Further, in-service training is professional training required to 

be learned by the community of educators within a school or district. By participating in 

appropriate in-service training sessions, communities develop a shared language and skill set 

which ultimately leads to unity among staff and their professional duties (Toal, 2022). These in-
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service opportunities are imperative to facilitating a systemic approach at a district or school 

level. 

Historical Context of Inclusionary Practice 

According to Ferguson (2008), inclusion began as a special education initiative in 

Australia, Eastern Asia, North America, and Western Europe for the benefit of students with 

disabilities. This paradigm shift began in the mid-1990s, when instructional differentiation began 

to be conceptualized as a way of responding to the needs of all learners within a classroom (Jager 

et al., 2022). This idea continued to broaden well into the twenty-first century where “everybody, 

everywhere and all the time” has the right to quality education (Ferguson, 2008, p. 109).  

The UNESCO Constitution (1960), specifically the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights (1948), developed by the UN to embody the rights and freedoms of all people, states that 

“everyone has the right to education” (Article 26). In line with the Global Education Monitoring 

Report (GEM), across the globe, countries have been working on progressing towards 

Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4) which outlines ten targets to eliminate discrimination 

from and promote inclusion for all children to receive an affordable high-quality education 

(UNESCO, 2020a). Inclusive education has become an essential issue at the heart of 

international scope (Ainscow, 2014). Legislation advocating for the inclusion of all students in 

schools has been at the center of educational reforms for the past thirty years. Since the early 

2000’s, in the US, for example, educational policies such as No Child Left Behind (2001) and 

the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) have been implemented to address disparity in 

achievement standards. Similarly, The Education Act and the Education for Persons with Special 

Educational Needs Act (ESPEN) were critical in the progression of inclusive education in 

Ireland (Government of Ireland, 2004). Although specific Acts have been enacted to increase 
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accountability for students, teachers, schools and districts, a gap in access to this quality 

education remains (Cavendish et al., 2020).  

The Government of Canada has many laws and policies in place to defend the rights of its 

citizens; these are found embedded throughout many Constitution Acts (Department of Justice 

Canada, consolidated 2013). Article 15 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, for 

example, states that “every individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to equal 

protection and equal benefit of the law without discrimination and, in particular, without 

discrimination based on race, national or ethnic origin, color, religion, sex, age, or mental or 

physical disability” (Government of Canada, 1985a, part 1). Concurrently, The Citizenship Act 

expresses that all Canadians are entitled to the same equal rights (Government of Canada, 1985b) 

and the Canadian Human Rights Act states that it is illegal to deny anyone access to an education 

(Government of Canada, 1985c).  

In Canada, education is under the exclusive jurisdiction of the individual provinces and 

territories (UNESCO: Canada Inclusion, 2020b). Because of this jurisdictional governance, 

Ministries and Departments of Education in each jurisdiction are responsible for creating, 

implementing (including infrastructure and teacher education), enforcing, monitoring, and 

reporting upon their own laws, policies, and programmes (UNESCO: Canada Inclusion, 2020b). 

Since 1967, the ministers responsible for education have come together as the Council of 

Ministers of Education (UNESCO: Canada Inclusion, 2020b); together, they assert “all children 

in our elementary to high school system’s deserve teaching and learning opportunities that are 

inclusive” (Learn Canada, 2020).  

 

 



FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSE CLASSROOM COMPOSITIONS 18 

Legality 

Students with Special Educational Needs. Provinces and Territories have established 

their own policies of inclusive education. In British Columbia (B.C.), the Special Education 

Policy Framework (2016), generated a foundation for a manual of policies, procedures, and 

guidelines for inclusive education; it also emphasized the success of all students. In B.C., 

students with special educational needs are integrated with other students in the mainstream 

classroom, unless the educational needs of the student “indicate that the educational program for 

the student with special needs should be provided otherwise” (Ministry of Education and Child 

Care, 2022, para. 11). The Education Act (1996) outlines specific requirements for school boards 

as they relate to students who may be in need of specialized supports and services [Section 

11(4)]. As well, school boards are expected to provide a continuum of supports and services for 

students that is consistent with the principles of inclusive education [Section 33(1)(e)].  

Gender Rights. According to Article 2 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 

all children have “the right to be free from discrimination based on sex, gender, sexual 

orientation, gender identity and gender expression” (OHCHR, 1989). This right is also 

established by Article 28 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which guarantees 

gender equality (Government of Canada, 1985a). The Government of British Columbia states 

that everyone has a sexual identity and gender identity, and it is “important for schools to be 

inclusive and safe spaces for students of all sexual orientations and gender identities” (2021, 

para. 2). In March 2019, Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity (SOGI) curriculum was created 

to encourage schools to create safe, caring, and inclusive learning environments for all students 

regardless of their sexual orientation or gender identity and expression (Government of British 

Columbia, 2021). Within School District 42 (Pitt Meadows-Maple Ridge), for example, The 
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Safe, Caring and Healthy Schools Policy states that there is a district-wide code of conduct in 

place to ensure safety and equality for all students (Ministry of Education, 2017; Safe, Caring 

and Healthy Schools Policy 9410, 2013). 

Ethnic and Linguistic Rights. To address the discrepancy between Indigenous (First 

Nations, Métis and Inuit) and Non-Indigenous academic achievement scores and graduation 

rates, the Council of Ministers wished to promote and implement support programs for minority-

language education and second-language programs (Learn Canada, 2020). The Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action (2015), specifically Articles 62 to 65 outline the 

Canadian Government’s response to education for reconciliation (Government of Canada, 2021). 

The goal for these articles is to educate the public about Canada’s history and teach about the 

many cultures present in Canada. In 2019, The Indigenous Languages Act was adopted “to 

support the reclamation, revitalization, maintaining and strengthening of Indigenous languages in 

Canada” (Government of Canada, para. 1). 

The Early Learning and Development Framework (2014) recognized the links between 

early years success and early cultural, family and community experiences. Article 23 of the 

Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms was established to preserve and promote language 

educational rights throughout Canada (Government of Canada, 1985a). Language is more than a 

means of communication; identity and culture are interwoven; which is why each individual has 

the right to express themselves in their own language (Truth and Reconciliation, 2015; 

Government of Canada, 1985c). The Government of British Columbia’s Education Act provides 

a legal framework for newcomers to Canada and English language learners (2022b, Sections 

106.3 (5) and (6)).  
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Challenges within a Diverse Classroom 

Díaz (2011) expressed that inclusive schools must be capable of accepting the diversity 

of people who are immersed in the education system and the complexity that brings. Educational 

bodies must be in favor of the equal inclusion of all individuals participating within society, not 

only of those with special educational needs, but of everyone (Díaz, 2011). Often, teachers have 

identified having difficulty managing the magnitude of internalizing mental health struggles, 

externalizing disruptive behaviour challenges, and variation in learning capabilities, that appear 

within the mainstream classroom due to these diverse needs (Carrington et al, 2016; Engelbrecht 

& Savolainen, 2018; Smith & Smith, 2000; Sokal & Katz, 2015).  

Worldwide, teachers have identified challenges due to class size (e.g., Betts & Shkolnik, 

2016; Stasz & Stecher, 2016) and composition (e.g., Burns & Mason, 2016; Connor et al., 2004; 

Drummond & Stipek, 2004) along with a lack of resources and funding as their primary struggle 

in meeting student needs (Brühwiler & Blatchford, 2011). Although Krueger et al. (2002), 

identified reduced class sizes as having no statistically significant effect on student performance, 

several authors confirmed it was classroom composition that more indicative of student academic 

success (Edyburn & Edyburn, 2020; Estrada et al., 2020; Dewulf et al., 2020; Hornstra et al., 

2014). Further, there was correlational evidence that suggested classrooms with a high 

proportion of student variance have a negative impact on the learning process of individual 

students within those groups (e.g., Benson & Borman, 2010; Lauder et al., 2010; Palardy, 2013; 

Rumberger & Palardy, 2005).  

Differentiation Strategies  

While identifying effective teaching practices (such as differentiation) which support 

inclusion are foundational to student success; teachers have often expressed that they have found 
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it challenging to differentiate where there is a wide variance of student readiness to learn (Dulfer, 

2015). In addition, strategies and skills required for differentiation are often not an explicit focus 

of initial teaching programs. The complexity of differentiation and the demands it puts on 

teachers in terms of knowledge, skill and attitudes is astronomical (Brennan et al., 2021; Dulfer 

et al., 2021; Florian, 2012; Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014). It is important to acknowledge and 

recognize that teachers do not have the time, opportunities, resources (and occasionally the 

background knowledge) to make deliberate adaptive decisions (Tomlinson, 2001).  

van Geel et al. (2018) stated that instructional differentiation is one of the most 

challenging aspects for teachers in diverse classrooms. Due to the range of knowledge, skills and 

attitudes students have, teachers are required to utilize expert knowledge of their students as well 

as the curriculum to employ an array of relevant skills to facilitate growth within student 

demographics (Brennan et al., 2021). Instructional differentiation is deliberately designed by the 

teacher to address individual learners with instructional features that allow them to be successful 

(Dulfer et al., 2021); these lessons are adaptive - matching abilities, interests and learning 

profiles purposefully (Jager et al., 2022). Unfortunately, many teachers reported feeling ill-

prepared for completing this due to many reasons, one of which was time restrictions - not only 

during working hours, but with additional pressures, such as meetings and involvement in extra-

curricular activities, being placed on the shoulders of educators worldwide (Jager et al., 2022).  

Engagement 

Student engagement in school has been identified as critical to support student learning 

and successful achievement (Brennan et al., 2021). As Tjernberg and Mattson (2014) outlined, 

individualized strategies assist in bridging the gap for students as they are able to relate to 

content more easily. According to Gay (2002) and Larke (2013), cultivating positive classroom 
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environments that are both supportive and inclusive has led to better student engagement and 

demonstration of learning outcomes. As the Diversity in BC Schools: A Framework (2018) 

established, “engaging individuals and groups who have historically been excluded either from 

full participation or the sharing of power” (p. 34) is an integral aspect of inclusive educational 

practices. Grover et al. (2020) determined the positive effects that supportive climates had on 

student engagement and learning, came largely from a teacher’s ability to infuse multicultural 

content into courses and create a diverse and inclusive learning environment. Further, Estrada et 

al. (2020) concluded that across studies, researchers identified accurate, specific, and timely 

feedback as a key contributor to high engagement and motivation. The requirement of educators 

to allocate time towards expanding resources and providing individualized supports for students 

is often a challenging and daunting task, especially for novice teachers (Tjernberg & Mattson, 

2014).  

Behaviour  

Educators worldwide have reported feeling ill-prepared to include students with 

challenging behaviours and have reported high levels of stress directly related to behavioural 

concerns within their classrooms (Avramidis & Norich, 2002; Buttner et al., 2015; De Boer et 

al., 2010; Monsen et al., 2014; Savolainen et al., 2012). Discipline challenges or disruptive 

student behaviour have also been identified as a concern for general education teachers, not only 

with regards to work-related stressors, but also because it can undermine the learning for others 

in the room (Gidlund & Boström, 2017; Hakanen et. al., 2006; Kokkinos, 2007). According to a 

study conducted by Anke de Boer and Minnaert (2011), teachers typically held negative or 

neutral attitudes towards students with behavioural challenges, which correlated with these 

individual students’ ability to succeed. Although behavioural challenges shift the dynamic within 



FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSE CLASSROOM COMPOSITIONS 23 

the classroom drastically, Carlile (2011), Gillborn (2015) and Stanforth and Rose (2020) contend 

that teachers holding a perception of the ‘child as the problem’ caused a greater discrepancy in 

student achievement. 

Teacher Rapport  

According to recent data, teacher quality was the most significant factor in schools to 

ensure student achievement (Barber & Mourshed 2007; Crawford & Torgesen 2006; Hattie 

2009; Myrberg 2007; Pressley 2006). It has been proven that the interaction teachers have with 

their students not only determined the effectiveness of a teacher, but also determined that a 

teacher’s ability to reflect upon their teaching correlated with positive student achievement 

(Hattie, 2009). Student perceptions of their teachers’ behaviours were also stated as being 

predictive of achievement and engagement (Jager et al., 2022; Kyriakides et al., 2009; Maulana 

& Helms-Lorenz, 2016). A teacher’s attitude, specifically a positive one, had been identified as 

an important prerequisite for a successfully inclusive classroom (Cook, 2002; Forlin et al., 2007; 

Kalyva et al., 2007). Research has been conducted to conclude the need to address teacher’s 

efficacy for inclusive education, as it was established to negatively impact teacher behaviour 

towards and acceptance of students with special educational requirements (Florin, 2014). Several 

researchers (e.g., Crawford & Torgesen, 2006; Hattie, 2009; Langer, 2004) established that 

student development depended upon teacher insight and belief in student capability.  

Teacher Turnover  

As Cavendish et al. (2021) outlined, one of the greatest barriers facing urban schools 

(specifically in the USA) was teacher turnover. Foote et al. (2011) stated that urban schools were 

impacted by high turnover of teachers and report as many as 50% of educators leave the 

profession within three years. The attrition of educators from urban schools directly correlates 
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with the overwhelming challenges that come with teaching and working with students with 

greater needs and little professional support or mentorship opportunities (Alliance for Excellent 

Education, 2005; Haberman, 1995, 1996, 2003). Haberman (1996) established that novice 

teachers are typically placed in urban schools with little formal training to meet the diverse needs 

of their pupils. The impact on these student demographics being inundated with novice educators 

has led to lower high school graduation rates and lower education enrollment and completion 

(Chen et al., 2019; US Department of Education, 2019). Not only have urban schools seen an 

influx of new teachers who do not have distinct experience to differentiate, but the pressures 

being placed upon them are staggering enough to cause an epidemic of teachers leaving the 

profession due to the complexity of classrooms and lack of support (DeAngelis et al. 2013; 

Freedman & Appleman 2009; Goldharber & Cowan, 2014). 

Resources and Funding  

The data which described teachers’ unpreparedness to work in diverse classrooms was 

stifling (Brennan et al., 2021; Dulfer et al., 2021; Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014; Florian, 2012). 

Not only have teachers, globally, reported feeling unprepared for the diverse needs of their 

students, but other factors played a role in effective differentiation (Byrd & Alexander, 2020; 

Jager et al., 2022). A lack of school resources and funding for appropriate resources have been 

negatively impacting student learning for decades (Cavendish et al., 2021; Engelbrecht & 

Savolainen, 2018). Further, the disparity in technology and technology-related educational tools 

also caused effective differentiation to deteriorate (Cavendish et al., 2021; Ferguson, 2019). 

When training is insufficient to meet the needs of students, teachers require additional resources 

and supports to assist in teaching within inclusive classrooms; unfortunately, these resources and 

supports are also deficient in classrooms (Besic et al., 2017; Carrington et al., 2016). McKenna 
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(2022) outlined the distinct relationship between financial resources and student outcomes. 

School resources which are indicative of student success, are financial in nature, such as smaller 

class sizes and salaries for expert teachers (McKenna, 2022). In addition to in-class resources, 

access to specialized educators such as psychologists, speech and language therapists, 

consultants, support teachers, special education specialists and teaching aides have been 

identified as barriers to supporting students in inclusive classrooms (Besic et al., 2017; Ely, 

2013). The BCTF Education Funding Brief (2022) established that “all across B.C., school 

districts are facing ‘tough budget decisions and gaping budget shortfalls,” (para. 1) as outlined 

specifically by Dani Penaloza of School District (SD) 37 (Delta). Further, Janet Miller, of SD 61 

(Victoria) wrote a letter to the Saanich News stating that: “to manage deficits, school boards 

have announced … the removal of positions that provide support to students that need it the 

most” (para. 1). Additionally, according to the same Funding Brief: 

While the Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated the pressures on public education, the 

budget shortfalls and other challenges currently facing BC education are the cumulative 

effects of over 20 years of grossly underfunding public education. BC continues to fall 

behind other provinces in funding. Funding for inclusive education, a key value of our 

provincial education system, remains woefully inadequate. The lack of investment into 

teacher recruitment and retention remains a chronic challenge that undermines the 

foundations of education in B.C. (para. 2).   

Quality education, from the perspective of the BCTF, is required to be equally accessible to all 

students and an underfunded public education system erodes a school districts ability to provide 

the same quality of education to all students without additional specialist support (Ferguson, 

2019; Poole, 2006). 
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Standardized Assessment Practices  

Although policies and acts have been put into legislation to support learners from diverse 

backgrounds, in certain countries such as Canada, the USA and Ireland, policies contradicting 

these, such as standardized assessment score requirements are also in place (National Center on 

Education and the Economy, 2021). In British Columbia, for example, there has been a 

standardized achievement tool given to students in grades 4 and 7, called the provincial 

Fundamental Skills Assessment (FSA). Data collected from these tests by the Fraser Institute, a 

business-funded independent organization, was used to rank elementary and high schools in 

media such as the Vancouver Sun (Poole, 2006). According to Poole (2006), the B.C. Ministry of 

Education placed “considerable emphasis on FSA testing and school boards in the province are 

expected to use the results to develop their annual accountability/achievement contracts for 

school improvement, although no specific test improvement targets are set by the Ministry of 

Education” (para. 9). The BCTF, along with a majority of its teachers, disagreed with the 

implementation of the FSA, due to the fact that it, along with other large-scale assessments can 

have effects such as causing “narrow instruction which promote[s] a mentality of teaching to the 

test, causes students to focus on short-term performance, causes test anxiety, and convince[s] 

some students they cannot succeed” (Poole, 2006, para. 32). Further, the emphasis placed upon 

success rates arguably marginalizes learners with special educational needs (SEN) even further 

(Brennan et al., 2021). Instruction that is responsive to students’ needs increases not only student 

attendance in school but their retention and likelihood of attending school later (Heacox, 2011; 

UNESCO, 2017). 
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Burnout and Initiative Fatigue 

Teachers working with students with special educational needs (SEN) have been found to 

be at a higher risk for burn out, and to have low job satisfaction, low self-efficacy and higher 

stress levels due to the demands placed upon them by the challenging demographics that make 

up our contemporary classroom (Emery & Vanderberg, 2010; Jennett, et al., 2003). Holmqvist 

and Lelinge (2021) made note that while this is specific to SEN educators, they could surmise 

that all teachers currently in an inclusive learning environment have similar experiences. There is 

an incredibly strong correlation between stress, time pressure and work overload with teacher 

burnout (Hakanen et al., 2006; Kokkinos, 2007; Peeters & Rutte, 2005; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 

2008).  

Along with burnout, teachers have reported initiative fatigue to be a main contributing 

factor to job dissatisfaction. Initiative fatigue is a “genuine heightened psychological and 

physiological state in which faculty and staff members feel overwhelmed by and sometimes 

conflicted about the number of improvement efforts to which institutional leaders and external 

authorities are asking them to devote time and efforts (Kuh et al., 2015, p. 184). A search in the 

peer-reviewed library database of VIU of “initiative fatigue”, “teachers” and “inclusion” yielded 

a result of a scarce eleven papers. Oliver-Kerrigan et al. (2021) stated that introducing something 

new to teachers “who are already inundated with numerous job responsibilities and training 

requirements” can cause initiative fatigue and teacher burnout (p. 159). When new initiatives are 

introduced within schools, teachers have reported feelings of stress and failure which often come 

with initiative fatigue (Reeves, 2012).  
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Professional Development and Teacher Training Programs 
 

According to UNESCO’s Guide for Ensuring Inclusion and Equity in Education (2017), 

it is important for teachers and support staff to have opportunities to take part in continuing 

professional development regarding inclusive and equitable practices (Article 3.2). Due to the 

increase of classroom diversity, differentiation for an inclusive classroom has become a key 

focus for many teachers, especially as it pertains to professional development (Lawrence-Brown, 

2004). Unfortunately, results from Chu et al.’s (2020) study, outlined that “most teachers 

(83.33%) received no or only an overview/introduction of special education during their teacher 

training program” (p. 220).  There has been a persistent high-level need for responsive 

professional development, particularly as it relates to diversity among student populations (Chu 

et al., 2020; Gandara et al., 2005; Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). Further, there has also been a need 

to increase teachers’ understanding of culturally responsive pedagogy through “a more 

progressive and socially conscious approach about culture, learning and diversity” (Howard & 

Rodriguez-Minkoff, 2017, p.9). Not only are teachers required to be active participants within 

professional development programs, but having access to applicable, collaborative, integrative 

and long-term PD opportunities have also been identified as imperative in today’s educational 

climate. 

Teacher Attitude  

Many authors examined the perception of teachers regarding their ability to support 

diverse learners (Brennan et al., 2021; Cavendish et al., 2021; Dulfer et al., 2021; Florian, 2012; 

Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014). In order for teachers to be equipped to teach diverse learners 

effectively, they required certain dispositions, such as being understanding and compassionate to 

their students as well as valuing the diversity of their students (Arvelo-Rosales et al., 2021; 
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Cavendish et al., 2021; Florian, 2012; Holmqvist & Lelinge, 2021). The relational dynamic 

teachers held within the classroom also played a substantial role in student success – building 

positive relationships and facilitating safe and caring communities while respecting cultural 

differences were imperative (Cavendish et al., 2021; Florian, 2012). Constructive interactions 

where relevant and scaffolded content was given, in a growth-mindset discussion, all proved 

conducive to student success (Cavendish et al., 2021).  

Available Professional Development 

A consistent criticism of teacher preparation programs and professional development 

opportunities was that they were often “too scripted” and inflexible (Cavendish et al., 2021). 

This often required more work for educators to use a program that was not a “perfect fit” within 

their classrooms. In addition, it has been established that external accountability systems were 

not effective drivers of teacher effectiveness (Fullan et al., 2015). Fullan et al. (2015) contended 

that there were internal drivers such as capacity building and systems focus that were more likely 

to succeed in driving teacher efficacy. Professional development builds upon the idea of capacity 

building, however, must be implemented in a systemic manner; a shared vision among all staff, 

including administrators, had been identified as imperative for meaningful progress to take place 

(Morgan et al., 2022). Petrie and McGee (2012) highlighted that a downside to a short-term 

professional development model was that it did not provide applicable, hands-on and ready-to-

use strategies for teachers to implement in the moment. Based on studies, there were specific 

curricular and instructional modifications that would need to occur in order for this PD program 

to build upon teacher consciousness as it relates to personal identity, bias and cultural practices 

(Cavendish et al., 2021).  
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Professional development that is designed to be meaningful to individual teachers ideally 

causes professional growth and student achievement (Chu et al., 2020). Interestingly, Yoon et al. 

(2007) stated that most studies on the effectiveness of professional development, focused 

primarily on teachers’ views and opinions, rather than student achievement and success. There 

have since been several studies published addressing subject-specific professional development 

and the results on student achievement; a consensus has been made that collaborative and 

reflective PD sessions led to greater academic achievement (Veldhuis & van den Heuvel-

Panhuizen, 2020). Therefore, for professional development to be effective, “it must be 

continuous, provide multiple opportunities for teachers to collaborate and contribute to their own 

professional learning or curriculum/design” (Cavendish et al., 2021, para. 7) and extend to 

provide job-embedded support for teachers in their real classrooms (Darling-Hammond et al., 

2017). Through research on professional development programs, there has been consensus that 

programs available have not consistently demonstrated growth and improvements in teacher 

practice, which ultimately impacts student academic success (Cavendish et al., 2021; Parkhouse 

et al., 2019).  

Huai et al. (2006), examined the impact of a three-month online PD course on teachers’ 

understandings of alternative assessment opportunities, and found that it improved teachers’ 

knowledge and self-efficacy in delivering these accommodations. Teachers have also reported 

transformations after hearing from students about their performance after participating in 

collaborative PD sessions (Bishop et al., 2009; Savage et al., 2011). Students reported feeling 

that their teachers valued and understood their cultures; which caused literacy, numeracy, 

attendance, and engagement to become increased following teacher PD attendance (Bishop et al., 

2009; Savage et al., 2011). It is imperative, then, to develop meaningful, hands-on, collaborative 
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professional development programs for teachers that are job-specific and supported by 

administration. 

The Inclusive Practice Project (IPP) was a Scottish government funded research and 

development project based out of the University of Aberdeen, that looked to establish standards 

for inclusive pedagogy (Florian, 2012). It was established after the EADSNE (2011) concluded 

from a 25-country report, that further teacher education for inclusion (TE4I) was needed, based 

upon the knowledge, skills, understandings, and values established for an inclusive society 

(Florian, 2012). The Inclusive Pedagogical Approach in Action (IPAA) framework emerged 

from the IPP in response to supporting teachers working with diverse learners; specifically 

designed to support teachers once they left their one-year Professional Graduate Diploma in 

Education (PGDE). This was a tool used for teachers to evaluate their own inclusive pedagogy 

(Florian, 2014; Florian & Spratt, 2013). The IPAA identified three key assumptions teachers 

must hold in order to fully enact an inclusive classroom environment: (1) the concept of 

transformability - the belief that a child’s ability to learn is not static, but developing; (2) 

fostering teachers’ beliefs in their ability to teach students with special educational needs; and (3) 

the willingness to work with others - teacher collaboration is central to implementing inclusive 

education (Ainscow, 2014; Friend et al., 2010; Nevin et al., 2009). A study outlined by Brennan 

et al. (2021), addressed the effectiveness of the IPAA in a primary school in the Republic of 

Ireland. They concluded that although teachers engaged in a plethora of collaborative time - 

discussing, assessing, reflecting and problem-solving, the need for specialist teachers (such as 

psychologists, speech and language therapists, consultants, support teachers, special education 

specialists and teaching aides) was integral to greater student success.  
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The reality of working in a public school district, regardless of location, was that this 

method of professional development was not sustainable (Brennan et al., 2021). The time 

required for meetings, collaborative teaching, in addition to personnel access for class coverage 

and specialist educators was profound and viewed by a majority of administrators as not an 

appropriate professional development program (Brennan et al., 2021). As administrative support 

is integral to systemic learning, one of the greatest challenges identified from the IPAA 

framework was that it must be made a priority for administrators, especially as time to 

collaborate and observe other teachers was imperative for the success of the program (Brennan et 

al., 2021; Cavendish et al., 2021). Despite the success of this long-term, collaborative, and 

reflective learning, many administrators expressed feeling reluctant to support these initiatives 

because of the funding required (Cavendish et al., 2021). This was reinforced in a study 

conducted by Brennen et al. (2021), where it was established that “the development of inclusive 

schools depended on the school leaders’ commitment to inclusion and the development of a 

culture of respect for difference through ongoing collaboration” (p. 1550). Support from school 

leaders and administrators was established as paramount to the success of teacher learning in 

professional development programs, ultimately leading to greater student achievement (Gómez-

Hurtado, et al., 2021).  

Although these are specific examples, there was a general consensus among studies from 

across Australia, Eastern Asia, North America and Western Europe that stated existing 

professional development opportunities were not meeting the needs of educators (Forlin & 

Chambers, 2011; Florian & Linklater, 2010; Ryan et al, 2020; Savage et al., 2011; Sharma et al., 

2008). The contemporary challenge for teacher education programs is to support teachers’ 

understanding of the complexity of diverse learner needs and to implement effective pedagogies 
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for teacher learning that support the development of knowledge, beliefs, and practices of 

inclusive pedagogy (Florian, 2008). Waitoller and Artiles (2013) reviewed collaborative PD for 

inclusive teaching over a decade (2000-2009) and found a large discrepancy between the need 

for collaborative professional development and access to applicable programs. 

Next Steps 

Teachers’ have expressed concern over their effectiveness in teaching in a diverse setting 

(Brennan et al., 2021; Dulfer et al., 2021; Florian, 2012; Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014) and it 

appears that a way forward is for school communities to engage in systemic, shared learning 

opportunities that build their capacity in meeting the diverse needs in their classrooms. 

Professional development opportunities continue to be needed for teachers to share solid 

practices with one another where they explore their own inclusionary practices and culturally 

responsive pedagogical methods (Cavendish et. al, 2021; Florian, 2012). Additionally, programs 

that incorporate the needs of teachers have the potential to empower teachers to be successful in 

contemporary classrooms (Cavendish et al., 2021; Ryan et al., 2020). Open discussions and 

collaboration diminish teacher isolation and improve teacher self-confidence as it pertains to 

teaching diverse student groups (Florian, 2012). Research consistently outlined that people learn 

best with others and by having time allocated for teachers to share their practices, supporting 

differentiation is not only possible, but promoted within a school community (Ainscow & 

Sandill, 2010; Stoll et al., 2006). 

Pedagogical Shift  

Ortiz (2019) recommended that “we need to view teaching and learning as cultural acts” 

(para. 1). One way in which this can be achieved is through the adoption and implementation of 

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP) (Cavendish et al., 2021). This shift will align with 
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student-centered teaching that emphasizes culturally relevant materials and instruction, 

interactive curriculum, individualized and multi-directional learning, and student agency in 

learning (Smagorinsky et al., 2004).  Bishop et al. (2009) expressed that by teachers taking an 

agentic position towards their practice and professional commitments, they are capable to bring 

about change for students from all demographics. Milner and Laughter (2015) emphasized that 

institutional commitments to help teachers “build consciousness regarding their own identity, 

others, society and cultural practices can be essential in shaping their instructional practices” 

(p.343). 

Classroom Environment  

Teachers must build a strengths-based classroom environment where respect is modeled 

and positive relationships are built not only within the class but within the greater community as 

well (Cavendish et al., 2021; Florian, 2012). By establishing rules, routines and procedures for 

all students, a safe environment can be fostered that is conducive to student learning (Cavendish 

et al., 2021; Ryan et al., 2020). Clear expectations about equality, respect and communication 

remain integral to create a respectful environment (Arvelo-Rosales et al., 2021; Dulfer et al., 

2021; Jager et al., 2022; Tjernberg & Mattsson, 2014). Pressley’s (2006) study outlined 

particular skills that emphasized a well-balanced classroom; masterful classroom management 

(students focus on new skills) while using many different techniques to reach every student. 

Instructional Strategies 

 Instructional strategies that facilitate positive interactions within a diverse class include 

constructive interactions, making content relevant for diverse students, differentiating instruction 

and maintaining a growth mindset (Cavendish et al., 2021, p. 327). Opportunities for 

heterogeneous group-work, meaningful collaboration and the fostering of constructive 
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interactions also leads to an open and accepting environment in which students from a magnitude 

of backgrounds will feel safe and supported (Arvelo-Rosales et al., 2021). Brennan et al. (2021), 

expressed that one methodology that improves motivation and engagement is offering choice. 

This creates opportunities for each individual to choose how they wish to display their 

understanding of content. The notion of providing multiple access points for learners is prevalent 

in current instructional approaches (Morgan et al., 2022). 

Shifting Mindset  

Several authors (e.g., Black-Hawkins & Florian, in press; Black-Hawkins, Florian & 

Rouse, 2007; Rouse & Florian, 2006) have stated that by teachers shifting their mindset to think 

about inclusion as extending opportunities for everyone in the class, rather than only 

accommodating those with learner differences; created an “shared learning” environment which 

promoted the success of all learners. It is imperative for teachers to support the learning of all 

children in their classrooms, by avoiding stigmatization of differences, for each learner to grow 

(Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011). For this shift in mindset to be effective, teachers should 

engage in reflective practices, both regarding their personal teaching philosophy as well as their 

core beliefs about learning (Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014). At the heart of successful pedagogical 

work is reflection and as such, teachers are required to identify their own personal and 

professional biases, before moving forward to cultivate a classroom of inclusivity (Tjernberg & 

Mattson, 2014). 

Teacher Qualities  

Tjernberg and Mattson (2014) outlined qualities teachers reflected upon having positive 

influences on their diverse classrooms. These include having confidence in students’ abilities, 

authentically wanting each student to succeed, and identifying individual strengths in order to 
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build upon a strengths-based approach (Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014). The most vital criteria that 

enabled student success, was identifying obstacles early. According to authors, effective early 

intervention works to prevent issues from progressing and fosters greater awareness of personal 

strengths and skills (e.g., Horn & Jones, 2004; Kilgo, 2006; Moes & Frea, 2002; Odom & 

Wolery, 2003; Weglarz-Ward et al., 2020). It is imperative, therefore, that early identification of 

student support be well-documented. Specific teaching strategies that cultivated an inclusive 

environment were assignments appropriate for learning levels, expressing clear aims and 

expectations for the lessons, allowing students differing amounts of time to complete 

assignments, scaffolding content, and placing students in heterogeneous groups (Arvelo-Rosales 

et al., 2021; Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014).  

Conclusion 

The contemporary classroom compositions, composed of students from all demographics 

began in the mid-1990s and continue to remain at the heart of teacher’s ethical and legal 

responsibility. The government of Canada and the province of British Columbia, more 

specifically, outline specific education rights for all citizens that must be honoured by each 

teacher. Classroom compositions, worldwide, are more diverse than ever before (Brennan et al., 

2021). The heterogeneous make-up of these classroom compositions, with emphasis on the 

diverse needs of our students, have been outlined within education articles dating as far back as 

the 1980s (Gibson, 1984; Mittler, 1989). Cultural, linguistic, and developmental diversity 

continue to be some of the most challenging aspects of teaching in public schools worldwide 

(Arvelo-Rosales, et al., 2021; Mayer et al., 2017; Rowan, et al., 2017). The teaching profession 

premises adapting differentiation strategies to better facilitate student engagement among all 

learners, inclusive of all demographics. Ortiz (2019) expressed that a culturally responsive 
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teacher is a teacher that not only has a deep understanding of his/her own identity but is also a 

teacher that goes a step beyond that personal reflection and actively empowers students while 

acknowledging unequal privilege and power structures. Initial teaching programs, in-service 

opportunities and professional learning are integral to ensuring student needs are being met 

within classrooms. Teachers require more responsive education programs in order to modify 

learning opportunities to be adapted to suit all learners (Brennan et al., 2021; Tjernberg & 

Mattson, 2014).  
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Chapter 3 – Methodology and Procedures 

 The intent of this research was to gain a well-rounded understanding of the experiences 

of B.C. public school teachers regarding their varying class dynamics. Teacher comfort level and 

preparedness were explored by asking questions pertaining to initial education programs, 

exposure to inclusive pedagogy, as well as rationale and professional learning opportunities such 

as in-service and PD events. Additionally, the level of support teachers received pertaining to 

both school- and district-wide initiatives as well as access to mandatory resources to support 

student learning were queried. Using an explanatory sequential mixed methods approach, 

teachers were asked to complete an anonymous survey from which focus group questions were 

developed and posed to a smaller sample of B.C. public school teachers. It was the goal of this 

researcher to provide educators and districts with a deeper understanding of the impact training, 

learning, and support have on teacher preparedness and ultimately student success. This chapter 

outlines the design of this research, including details surrounding the participants, how they were 

recruited, as well as how data was collected and analyzed. 

Methodology 
 

For this study, research was conducted following an explanatory sequential mixed 

methodology approach whereby both quantitative and qualitative data was collected. The 

explanatory research method was chosen, as the data collected in the quantitative aspect of the 

study required greater clarification and the researcher was interested in explaining the findings 

from the first phase of the study with the qualitative data collected during the second phase 

(Edmonds & Kennedy, 2017). The mixed methods design was chosen, as it provided an in-depth 

understanding of the study, utilizing the strengths of both quantitative and qualitative research 

methodologies (Cohen et al., 2018; Creswell, 2009). The quantitative research approach 
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analyzed existing ideas and experiences by using numerical data to support or controvert existing 

assumptions about the topic (Creswell, 2014). A strength of this approach was that it allowed for 

an in-depth analysis of pre-conceived theories about the experiences of teachers and their 

complex classrooms while allowing those experiences to remain independent of the researcher 

(Creswell, 2014). As well, it was an efficient way in which to obtain data from various 

participants from around the province. Data obtained was analyzed using statistical procedures 

and assumptions testing to provide a general understanding of the topic being studied (Cohen et 

al., 2018). The assumption testing was chosen to determine if conclusions could be drawn from 

the results of the data analysis (Cohen et al., 2018). The qualitative research approach, in 

contrast, provided an opportunity to investigate and compare data relative to individuals’ 

personal experiences (Creswell, 2014). Being able to compare phenomena in detail, relative to 

individuals’ experiences and understandings also played an integral role in the research design. 

In essence, the design allowed topics from the quantitative data to be explored more fully as the 

qualitative design relied on those emergent themes.  In combination, that is, in a mixed method 

approach, quantitative and qualitative data were used sequentially to produce stronger, more 

valid, evidence of data collected.  

As the primary focus of this model was to explain the phenomenon of B.C. public school 

teacher experiences within their diverse classrooms, explanatory methods were chosen 

(Sheppard, 2020). Quantitative methods or data was emphasized, and the qualitative data was 

used to explain these results as a secondary phase (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). The objective 

was to develop a refined instrument to drive the focus group discussion through generating a 

hypothesis based upon general reports about inclusive classroom cultures, diverse student 

demographics and available professional learning opportunities in B.C. Therefore, the initial 
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quantitative phase provided general data to drive the secondary, qualitative aspect, which was 

used to better understand the findings based upon the theoretical data of inclusive pedagogy in a 

diverse classroom setting. Once more, general information had been gathered to guide the 

qualitative aspect of the method design as specific questions were created to use within the focus 

group of B.C. public educators.  

Although this research design aligned with the purposes of this study, it also had 

limitations. The quantitative phase of gathering data from the survey required substantial time to 

both collect data and analyze results (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). As well, determining further 

areas of study to establish a baseline for the qualitative focus group, posed a challenge both in 

terms of analysis and the inherent time frame provided for data collection. Outlining the 

strengths and limitations of a methodology were imperative to producing valid and reliable 

claims within the study. Establishing themes to further investigate within the phenomenological 

qualitative focus group were integral during the analysis of quantitative data. 

Study Design 
 

The sequential explanatory strategy followed a four-step process. The initial stage 

involved the collection of quantitative data using an online questionnaire created using Google 

Forms. This survey was completed on a voluntary basis and the second stage included the 

analysis of the quantitative data using statistical techniques; both through descriptive 

analysis where data was described, as well as inferential analysis which was used to compare 

data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Babbie, 2010; Muijs, 2010). This was the point of interface 

mixing; where quantitative data was analyzed based on the constant comparative model to best 

drive this research forward to build the focus for the quantitative phase (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011). The constant comparative method, developed by Glaser and Strauss, was used to sort 
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and organize excerpts of raw data into groups according to their attributes. Through open-

coding and axial coding, themes and correlations become evident and formed the basis for the 

qualitative approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The third stage was the collection of qualitative 

data through a focus group, which drove the final stage of qualitative data analysis (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011).  

Study Participants and Recruitment 
 

After receiving ethics application approval through Vancouver Island University’s 

Research Ethics Board, the initial quantitative phase of the explanatory sequential mixed 

methodology could be posted to start collecting data. The survey was posted on a private social 

media group on Facebook entitled “BC Teachers Covid-19 Support group” which contained 

eleven thousand members. The initial aspect of the Google Form contained a consent form, both 

for participating in the survey and for being quoted under the use of a pseudonym. The post 

outlined a detailed purpose of the study including information being sought and an explanation 

of how the results would be presented. Further, it clearly stated the survey and more specifically 

each question on the survey was anonymous, voluntary in nature and participants could opt out 

of the study at any time. Additionally, participants were asked to refrain from providing 

identifiable information specifically that of particular districts, colleagues/administrators, and 

students in order to respect the anonymity of the survey. There was very limited risk identified 

with regards to loss of status/reputation due to the anonymity and voluntary nature of the survey; 

however, data provided would be subject to Google's data management and privacy policies, 

outside of Canada and not protected by the Canadian privacy legislation, so a link to their 

privacy policy was also included in the survey. 
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At the end of the survey, participants were provided with an opportunity to further 

partake in this study by volunteering for the qualitative focus group. The researcher’s VIU email 

was provided at the end of the survey for interested participants to communicate their interest in 

further participation. The focus group met online via Microsoft Teams, therefore the consent 

forms required for this aspect of the research design, were also completed online through Google 

Forms. Focus group participants were given a “workbook” in the form of a Google Form as well, 

where questions were posed and the researcher could collect perspectives of all participants in 

both written form (the workbook) and verbally (in the focus group discussion). Participants were 

given time to brainstorm their responses to these questions prior to engaging in a discussion with 

other members. Completing this “workbook” Google Form was voluntary and participants had a 

choice to “submit” their responses to the researcher or simply use the form as a resource to help 

them feel more comfortable contributing to the focus group discussion. The consent form 

included detailed descriptions of the purpose of the focus group, the role of the “workbook” and 

sought permission to audio record the discussion and to use quotes within this study’s findings.  

Fifty-five of the approximate 11,000 British Columbia public school teachers that belong 

to the private Facebook group, “BC Teachers Covid-19 Support group” chose to participate in 

the first, quantitative phase of this study. In addressing such a large population of educators, it 

was my goal to have a diverse sample population consisting of teachers of different ages and 

experiences, both in terms of years of teaching experience and current teaching assignment, to 

gather a well-rounded magnitude of data.  A description of participant demographics follows in 

Chapter 4 of this paper.  From these fifty-five survey participants, seven individuals graciously 

volunteered to participate in the discussion-based focus group. 
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Data Collection, Methods and Procedures 
 

Initial quantitative data was gathered using a voluntary questionnaire via an online survey 

using Google Forms. This survey focused on teacher’s perceptions and experiences as they 

pertain to meeting the needs of all the members of their diverse classrooms. Anticipated to have 

taken respondents between 40 and 50 minutes to complete, the survey consisted of nine 

demographic, 14 multiple-choice, 26 dichotomous, eight Likert Scale questions formulated along 

a 5-point scale and ten open-ended questions. Each dichotomous and multiple-choice question 

included an opportunity for participants to share further thoughts surrounding the question at 

hand. Each question in the survey was optional, meaning participants were not required to 

answer all questions prior to submitting the survey. Additionally, they could remove themselves 

from the study by not clicking the “submit” button at the end of the survey and closing their 

browser. Consent was mandatory to proceed with the survey and to answer any survey questions. 

The survey was posted on October 16, 2022, renewed on October 24, 2022, and closed on 

November 5, 2022. Volunteer participants completed this survey outside of working hours at 

their homes. Data obtained via the online survey was collected and entered into a spreadsheet for 

analysis and stored on an encrypted file on the researcher’s personal computer which was 

password protected. This proved to be an effective and efficient way in which to collect data 

from a wide range of educators over a large geographical area (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The 

final portion of this survey provided educators with an opportunity to participate in the focus 

group in the qualitative phase of this study. Participants were provided contact information for 

the researcher in order to express their interest, and those that did, were contacted to arrange a 

date and time for the focus group session. Survey data collected in this study was crucial to this 
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research; it was used to determine themes and topics to further investigate in the qualitative focus 

group.  

According to authors, a well-designed focus group is typically between one and two 

hours in length and consists of between 6 and 12 participants (Baumgartner et al., 2002; Bernard, 

1995; Johnson & Christensen, 2004; Langford et al., 2002; Morgan, 1997; Onwuegbuzie et al., 

2004; Vaughn et al.; 1996). The focus group discussion run by the researcher, was semi-

structured, in that predetermined questions had been established; however, these were open-

ended questions with the intention to elicit views and opinions from those participants. 

Qualitative data was obtained through both a participant workbook, which could be optionally 

submitted to the researcher as well as through the audio recording of the focus group discussion. 

As predominant data about initial education programs and professional development 

opportunities were international in scope, the quantitative data taken from participants within 

British Columbia were used to drive the qualitative research about inclusive practices. 

A group of seven educators met online via Microsoft Teams on Thursday, December 8, 

2022, for a 90-minute discussion. Based on “workbook” notes and recorded conversation 

documented during the discussions, the researcher was then able to analyze common themes 

which emerged. As part of the ongoing consent process, participants were given a draft of the 

focus group analysis to suggest changes or add to their comments. It should be noted that after 

reviewing the analysis, one participant decided to withdraw their participation and contributions 

from the study. It is difficult for focus group participants to withdraw their impact from 

comprehensive discussions, however direct reference to this participant’s contributions were 

removed – both the use of direct quotations and paraphrased comments. This qualitative data 

analysis was completed in the form of thematizing based on Ryan and Bernard’s (2003) 
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assessment system using a constant comparative approach where raw data was organized into 

groups according to their attributes (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The purpose of this focus group 

was to gain a more in-depth understanding of teacher’s experiences. The online focus group 

format allowed for the researcher to not only gain these understandings by expanding upon and 

explaining the data found from the survey but access participants from across the province 

synchronously (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Data Analysis 
 
 For the first phase of the research design, the survey results were analyzed using 

descriptive statistical analysis such as frequency, mean, median and range (Mahbobi & Tiemann, 

2015). Descriptive statistical analysis was used to provide general information about different 

variables identified within the survey, as well as to highlight potential relationships between 

these variables, which were used to further this study in the focus group discussion (Mahbobi & 

Tiemann, 2015). Generalizations were made based on quantitative data to drive further areas of 

study. Close- and open-ended questions within the survey were used to identify major and minor 

themes which established the qualitative questions posed in the focus group. The initial survey 

included nominal scales (age-range, years of experience, TQS category) along with ordinal 

scales investigating respondent’s attitudes towards the multi-faceted diverse classroom 

compositions (Creswell, 2002). Analysis took a multivariant approach whereby relationships 

between two or more variables were studied. According to Meyers et al. (2017), multivariant 

analysis determines patterns and correlations between several variables simultaneously. As this 

was used to analyze data collected from 55 respondents, in response to 60 different questions, it 

allowed the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of how the different variables and themes 

established could be applied to provide a realistic understanding of B.C. public educator’s 
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perceptions. For example, overall responses were compared with teaching experience, current 

teaching assignments and TQS category in order to form correlations and discrepancies among 

data collected.  

 For the second phase of the design, the focus group provided a few sources of data for 

consideration. The participants had provided notes and responses in text form through their 

workbook, and the discussion during the session was recorded and later transcribed for analysis.  

Furthermore, as the discussion took place during the focus group, the researcher made notes of 

certain times when topics shifted and if specific correlations or discrepancies began to take 

shape. After the focus group commenced, the researcher considered the multiple data sets and 

begin to analyze data by looking for convergent or divergent themes through a coding process.  

Thematic convergence was used to link seemingly unrelated topics whereas divergence was used 

to sort contradictory or conflicting statements (Knobloch et al., 2001). Both open-coding and 

axial-coding were used initially. Open-coding, where data was broken into discrete parts, was 

completed primarily, followed by axial-coding where connections between certain codes were 

established (Cohen et al., 2018). The axial-coding was used, as it established categories and 

subcategories within participant voices within the collected data (Cohen et al, 2018). Because the 

purpose of this study was to learn about teacher’s experiences, it was imperative to use coding to 

establish connections between themes. A list of themes was collated based on emerging topics, 

unique perceptions, and contradictory statements. Through this coding process, topics were 

assigned to an abbreviation and transcribed data was re-read with these abbreviations. 

 The researcher established main themes and descriptive data informed the research 

findings from the survey.  Qualitative data results obtained through the focus group were also 

analyzed meticulously to establish emerging themes. Lastly, inferential analysis was used to 
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compare data from both the quantitative and qualitative data to determine if any correlation 

between data sets could have been established, expanded upon or explained in the paper (Cohen 

et al., 2018). Inferential analysis, though typically used in quantitative analysis, was used with 

qualitative data in this study, as it served as a means in which to reach conclusions about 

associations between different variables established (Cohen et al., 2018). Once conclusions were 

reached based on thematic analysis, further analysis was conducted to determine areas for 

potential further research. 

Study Reliability, Validity or Trustworthiness 
 

Quantitative data provided a more general understanding of the topics explored because 

data was examined after many people responded to mostly close-ended survey questions. 

Conversely, the qualitative data, gathered during the focus group, provided a more detailed 

understanding of teacher’s experiences, as this information arose from examining a small group 

of educators perspectives in greater depth (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The mixed 

methodologies were used because both of these datasets provided different perspectives, and 

each had its own limitations (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011).  

The procedures used throughout this research had all been clearly outlined with 

transparency. This included specific details surrounding the purpose of this study, my role as the 

researcher and any potential influence I may have unintentionally had over data results. 

Furthermore, I provided transparency regarding participant selection and demographic 

descriptions, along with how data was collected, analyzed and interpreted, both regarding the 

survey and focus group.  

Spreadsheet data collected from the survey was checked for accuracy and reviewed 

before the creation of tables and figures used in this paper. This data was stored using an 
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encrypted file on a password protected computer that no one other than the researcher had access 

to. Coding was monitored throughout the process of data analysis and all figures and tables were 

double-checked for accuracy. 

Further, workbook data and transcriptions of focus group discussions were thoroughly 

checked for accuracy. The coding process used to derive themes from these conversations was 

also double-checked for accuracy and stored on an encrypted file on the researcher’s password 

protected computer that only the researcher has access to.  

To ensure validity within this study, perspectives from both the survey and focus group 

data were compared, using triangulation, to determine similarities and acknowledge differences. 

Continuity was ensured amongst participants as well, as those respondents who wished to 

participate in the focus group were recruited during the initial survey. Additionally, to prevent 

personal biases and perceptions from shaping data analysis, the researcher participated in 

continuous reflexivity to ensure that all data was accurately represented and evidence in support 

of key findings were identified.



FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSE CLASSROOM COMPOSITIONS 49 

Chapter 4 – Findings and Results 

Introduction 

The purpose of this research was to understand the experiences of teachers with regards 

to their diverse classrooms, and to identify the factors associated with these class compositions. 

To gain a well-rounded base on which to investigate, participants were asked to explore topics 

surrounding the varying levels of student achievement, class size, composition, cultural, 

linguistic, and developmental variations, support available within their school setting, education 

and training programs available, and initiatives of school districts to eradicate gaps in learning 

from diverse class compositions. 

The mixed methods survey design was used to gain a deeper understanding of B.C. 

public teachers’ current attitudes, beliefs, opinions, and practices as they pertain to diverse 

classroom compositions. As a result, a survey was administered to working teachers in B.C., and 

the results of that survey informed the discussion elements of the focus group session. 

 
Survey Data 
 

An explanatory sequential mixed methods design was used here, whereby both 

quantitative and qualitative data was collected. The initial collection of data was completed 

through an anonymous and optional online survey, which consisted of 9 demographic, 14 

multiple-choice, 26 dichotomous, 8 Likert scale questions as well as 10 open-ended queries. The 

initial phases of the data collection provided prevalent, varying, and contradictory themes. These 

were explored and used to inform questions for the qualitative focus group stage of the study. 

Demographics  
 

Survey data was collected from 55 public educators within B.C. ranging in age from 21 

to over 70 years of age, with most participants (69%) being between 31 and 50 years old (Figure 
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1). The participants ranged in their teaching experience (Figure 2) and their TQS Category 

(Figure 3) as well. It was important to note the TQS standing of each participant, as education 

was an integral aspect of this research. The participants of this survey also varied in their current 

teaching role, where 77% respondents stated they were working in an elementary school while 

23% were working at a secondary school (Figure 4). To encourage participants from around the 

province to provide feedback, this survey was posted on a private Facebook group labeled “BC 

Teachers Covid-19 Support Group” which has 11,000 members. Therefore 0.5% of the potential 

teachers in that group shared their views in this survey.  

Figure 1 
 
Age Range of Participants 
 

  
Note. N=55. 
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Figure 2 
 
Range of Participants’ Teaching Experience 
 

 
Note. N=55. 
 
Figure 3 
 
Current TQS Category of Participants 
 

 
Note. N=55. 
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Figure 4 
 
Current Teaching Role of Participants 
 

 
Note. N=53. 
 
Teachers Comfort, Preparedness and Support for Diverse Learners 
 
Comfort Level 

 Surprisingly enough, when public educators in British Columbia were surveyed using a 

5-point Likert scale, half of the participants (50%), felt “mostly” and “very comfortable” 

teaching students with diverse needs within their class. The comfort-level refers to a teacher’s 

readiness to meet the needs of their students with ease, and a correlation can be drawn between 

participants that felt highly comfortable and their openness to learning and furthering 

professional development. These participants included teachers who self-identified as being 
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comfortable teaching students with diverse needs, 71% of respondents held TQS Category 5+ or 

6 levels and all had been teaching for more than 5 years (Table 2). For the most part, these 

9%

21%

15%

32%

2% 2%

19%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Kind
erg

ar
ten

Gra
de

s 1
 - 3

Gra
de

s 1
 - 7

Gra
de

s 4
 - 7

Gra
de

s 4
 - 1

0

Grad
es 

8 –
10

Grad
es 

8 –
12

Pe
rc

en
t

Current Teaching Assignment



FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSE CLASSROOM COMPOSITIONS 53 

teachers had received additional training, outside of their initial educational programming, which 

allowed them to learn and develop skills to better adapt to the learning needs of their students. Of 

those participants who felt “mostly” or “very comfortable” teaching students with diverse needs 

and held a TQS Category 5, all mentioned impactful professional development opportunities that 

contributed to their comfort level. There is a distinct correlation, therefore, between learning how 

to adapt for student success, further professional application and feeling confident in meeting the 

needs of learners. One participant stated that “[because] I'm almost finished my SPED 

diploma…I feel well prepared to meet diverse needs but cannot always do so, due to class 

composition.” It is important to recognize that even though educators are taking it upon 

themselves to learn how to best meet the needs of their students, barriers remain preventing all 

students from learning. For example, another participant responded, “I feel I am quite skilled in 

differentiation and inclusive practice however one adult is not enough to support all learners.” 

Although this does not reflect the perspectives of all participants of the survey, many mentioned 

the additional learning they experienced in order to feel more equipped to meet the needs of 

contemporary learners. 

Table 1 
 
Teacher Comfort Level  
 
Comfort Level in Teaching Diverse Students   
 Frequency Percent 
1 – None 1 2% 
2 – Somewhat 3 5% 
3 – Occasionally 24 44% 
4 – Mostly 18 35% 
5 – Very 8 15% 
Total Respondents 55 100% 
Mean: 3.55         Median: 3        SD: 0.88   

Note. N=55. This table shows participant comfort levels with regards to teaching students with diverse 
needs. 
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Table 2 
 
Teacher Comfort Level and TQS Category 
 
Comfort Level Teaching Diverse Students and TQS Category 
 4 – Mostly Comfortable 5 – Very Comfortable 
5 6 (22%) 2 (7.5%) 
5+ 9 (33%) 2 (7.5%) 
6 4 (15%) 4 (15%)  
Total 19 (70%) 8 (30%) 

Note. N=27. Participants who stated they felt “mostly” or “very comfortable” meeting the needs of their 
students with their respective TQS category. 
 

Although 7% of participants reported they “did not” or “only somewhat” felt comfortable 

to meet the needs of students, each reported holding a TQS Category 5, 5+ and 6, as well (Table 

3). It appears, then, that even though most teachers engaged in additional training, it is not 

always sufficient to cause educators to feel comfortable teaching all students within their diverse 

classrooms. Additionally, these respondents all identified as elementary generalists who had a 

minimum of 5 years of experience, and although these participants were not novice teachers, 

they all stated they felt their class size impacted their ability to meet the needs of their students. 

Based on other survey data, a correlation can be drawn between teacher comfort and the 

composition of their classrooms with an emphasis on diverse student range both with regards to 

student literacy and mathematical comprehension (Figure 5). 

Table 3 
 
Comfort Level and Teacher TQS Category 
 
Teachers who felt less comfortable teaching diverse students and TQS category 
 1 – Are Not Comfortable 2 – Only Somewhat Comfortable 
5 1 (25%) 0 
5+ 0 2 (50%) 
6 0 1 (25%)  
Total 1 (25%) 3 (75%) 

Note. N=4. Only four participants identified as feeling “not comfortable” or “only somewhat 
comfortable” teaching their diverse classes. 
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Figure 5 
 
Literacy and Mathematical Range of Classroom 
 

 
Note. N=4. Participants who “do not” or “only somewhat” felt comfortable teaching diverse learners in 
relation to literacy and mathematical levels. 
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also mentioned deficits from both their initial educational programming, as well as structurally 

with regards to resource availability (Table 4).  

Table 4 
 
Accessibility to Resources 
 
Accessibility to Resources to Support Teaching Diverse Students 
 Frequency Percent 
1 – Never 1 25% 
2 – Very Rarely 2 50% 
3 – Rarely 1 25% 
Total Respondents 4 100% 

Note. N=4. Participants who identified they “do not” or “only somewhat” felt comfortable teaching 
diverse learners in relation to their accessibility of resources to meet student needs. 
 
Preparedness Level  

Using a 5-point Likert scale, participants were asked to identify how prepared they felt to 

meet the needs of their learners. 23% of respondents stated they were either “somewhat” or “not 

at all” prepared to teach the diverse student demographics in contemporary classrooms (Table 5). 

These were teachers that stemmed from a variety of teaching backgrounds and experiences 

(Figure 6). Although diverse in experience and education, each of these respondents had 

classroom compositions that consisted of a minimum of three students with IEPs, and each stated 

they had at least one student they had brought forth to School-Based Team (SBT) as they 

believed these students would benefit from interventions to support their learning. The varying 

range of academic, social, emotional and behavioural needs of students, impacts a teacher’s 

ability to compose appropriate learning activities for all students.  

Although most teachers (77%) expressed feeling prepared to meet the learning needs of 

their students, a majority of these participants stated it was due to their additional education, 

specifically around trauma-informed best practice, special education and Universal Design for 

Learning (UDL) training. When asked about their preparedness level, one participant went as far 
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as to say, “I try my best, but I am one human trying to meet the needs of twenty 4- and 5-year-

olds, all by myself” and many commented that their inclusionary practices often occur “at the 

cost of others in the class” noting that behavioural outbursts and emotional dysregulation can 

“jeopardize a classroom climate.” 84% of these teachers also stated they “never” or “very 

infrequently” have the necessary resources available to support their students. Whether this be 

technology, specialist personnel (psychologists, speech and language therapists, consultants, 

support teachers, special education specialists, etc.) or EA allocation, they consistently felt 

unable to meet the needs of all their learners (Table 6). One teacher specifically expressed they 

“…pay for technology programs out of [their] personal money to make sure kids are all working 

at their level.” Feeling prepared to meet the needs of students is a multifaceted topic that 

encompasses not only a teacher’s experience and expertise, but outside support and a teacher’s 

ability to participate in additional learning. 

Table 5 
 
Teacher Preparedness Level 
 
Preparedness Level in Teaching Diverse Students   
 Frequency Percent 
1 - Never 3 5% 
2 - Somewhat 10 18% 
3 - Occasionally 19 35% 
4 - Mostly 19 35% 
5 - Very 4 7% 
Total Respondents 55 100% 
Mean: 3.2         Median: 3        SD: 1.01   

Note. N=55. This table shows participant preparedness levels with regards to teaching students with 
diverse needs. 
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Figure 6 
 
Preparedness Level and Teaching Assignments 
 

 
Note. N=13. Participants who identified feeling “not at all” or “only somewhat” prepared to meet the 
needs of their diverse learners in relation to their current teaching assignment (or position). 
 
Table 6 
 
Necessary Resources 
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Never 2 15% 
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Very Frequently 0 0% 
Total Responses 13 100% 

Note. N=13. Thirteen participants identified they “never” or “somewhat” felt prepared to meet student 
needs, and their perceptions of resource accessibility to supplement student learning 
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administrative assistance, access to specialist educators such as psychologists, speech and 

language therapists, consultants, support teachers, special education specialists, educational 

assistants (EAs) as well as physical resources (such as technology, manipulatives, books, etc.) 

for meeting the needs of students.  

Table 7 
 
Level of Support 
 
Level of Support in Teaching Diverse Students   
 Frequency Percent 
1 - Never 13 24% 
2 - Somewhat 23 42% 
3 - Occasionally 11 20% 
4 - Mostly 6 11% 
5 - Very 2 4% 
Total Respondents 55 100% 
Mean: 2.29         Median: 2        SD: 1.07   

Note. N=55. This table shows participant support levels with regards to teaching students with diverse 
needs. 
 

The teacher demographic identified as not having the necessary support to meet the needs 

of all students, ranged significantly both with regards to their teaching experience (Figure 7) as 

well as their current teaching role (Figure 8). 90% of these teachers, however, stated that student 

literacy levels varied by more than 3 academic years (Figure 9) within their typical class, which 

appears to suggest additional intervention is required to meet these student’s needs. Further, 

despite many students already being identified as having individualized learning needs, 80% of 

respondents expressed that they believed 3 or more students within their typical class required 

additional intervention and adaptations to be successful in the mainstream classroom (Figure 10). 
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Figure 7 
 
Support and Teacher Experience 
 

  
Note. N=36. This figure shows the participants years of experience who felt “never” or “somewhat” 
supported to meet the needs of students their classes 
 
Figure 8 
 
Support and Teaching Assignment 
 

 
Note. N=36. This figure shows participant current teaching assignment (or position) who felt “never” or 
“only somewhat” supported to meet the needs within their classes 
 

25%

22%

17%

11%

25%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

< 5 yrs 5 – 10 yrs 11 – 15 yrs 16 - 20 yrs 21+ yrs

Pe
rc

en
t

Years of Teaching Experience

11%
14% 14%

3%

33%

3%

22%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

Kind
erg

ar
ten

Gra
de

s 1
 - 3

Gra
de

s 1
 - 7

Gra
de

s 4
 - 1

0

Gra
de

s 4
 - 7

Grad
es 

8 –
10

Grad
es 

8 –
12

Pe
rc

en
t

Current Grade-Level Assignment



FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSE CLASSROOM COMPOSITIONS 61 

Figure 9 
 
Support and Literacy Range 
 

 
Note. N=31. This figure shows participants who felt “never” or “only somewhat” supported to meet the 
needs of their students and the literacy range of the students in their classrooms. 
 
Figure 10 
 
Students Requiring Additional Support 
 

 
Note. N=36. This figure shows the percentage of students in an average class that do not have an IEP, 
however, require additional support to participate in whole-class activities. 
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Initial Educational Programs for Teachers 
 

There are multiple reasons for teachers to feel inadequately prepared to teach the diverse 

compositions that makeup our contemporary classroom. Within the survey, one teacher 

summarized their concerns by emphasizing: 

Teaching has become one hundred times more difficult since I did my practicum. My 

teacher training was so woefully inadequate in preparing me for the real world of 

teaching, across all subject areas…Things like lack of basic resources, lack of support 

staff, overly complex classroom compositions and behaviour issues make it feel 

impossible to teach. 

To gain a deeper understanding of teacher’s experiences in their initial educational 

programming, thirteen dichotomous questions were asked pertaining explicitly to instruction in 

areas around inclusion, diversity training and multicultural pedagogy.  

 
Inclusion  

Although 76% of participants stated they had received training in their initial educational 

programming related to inclusion, special education, or diversity training (Figure 11); comments 

from participants included that these “only included one class”, and in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of how to meet the needs of students, additional professional development was 

gained independently. When addressing professional learning after the initial educational 

programming, 95% of respondents reported having received additional training (Figure 12). 

Teachers are therefore independently participating in courses to better adjust their teaching 

practices to meet the needs of their students. 
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Figure 11 
 
Initial Programming: Inclusion, Special Education or Diversity Training 
 

 
Note. N=54. This figure shows the percentage of participants who during initial educational 
programming, were taught about inclusion, special education, or diversity training.  
 
Figure 12 
 
TQS Category of Participants and Training Received 
 

 
Note. N=41. This figure shows participants who identified as receiving instruction during their initial 
education programming regarding inclusion, special education, or diversity training, with their TQS 
category. 
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Learner-centred Pedagogy  

Learner-centred pedagogy is a philosophy that provides students with the ability to make 

choices about their learning, such as using a strength-based approach (Reigeluth & Carr-

Chellman, 2012). When participants were asked, through a dichotomous question, if they were 

provided with learning opportunities to meet the needs of students who learn in different ways, 

52% stated they were not, and 4% stated they were only taught this “somewhat” during their pre-

service training (Figure 13).  It is imperative that learner-centred pedagogy, which 63% of 

respondents stated they learned in their initial educational programming be imbedded throughout 

teacher practice to best meet the needs of all learners within a class (Figure 14).  

Figure 13 
 
Initial Programming: Different Learning Styles 
 

 
Note. N=54. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught about different learning styles. 
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Figure 14 
 
Initial Programming: Learner-Centred Pedagogy 
 

 
Note. N=54. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught about learner-centred pedagogy. 
 
Individualized Educational Plans (IEPs)  
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adaptations to be successful, this can cause teachers to feel ill-prepared and inadequately trained 

to meet the needs of all students.  

Figure 15 
 
Initial Programming: IEPs 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught how to read and implement strategies from IEPs. 
 
Figure 16 
 
Students with IEPs 
 

 
Note. N=53. This figure shows the average number of students in one class who have an IEP. 
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The process by which a student receives an IEP is quite a long, extensive, and 

comprehensive process. As mentioned above, although many (70%) classroom teachers already 

have students with 3 or more IEPs in one room (Figure 16), it is critical to recognize that not all 

learners who benefit from additional assistance are identified early enough to have an IEP in 

place. It is stifling to note that every respondent from the survey stated they had at least one 

student in their class who would benefit from an IEP but did not have one (Figure 17). 71% of 

these respondents expressed they had at least three students in their classes they felt required an 

IEP to be successful in the mainstream classroom and had not yet had the opportunity to receive 

necessary additional support. This is crucial, as not only are funding and resources (such as 

specialist teachers, EAs and technology) not made available to support students who do not have 

IEPs, but supports that allow these students to thrive are not being documented in a systemic 

manner allowing for a continuity of academic growth.  

Figure 17 
 
Students without IEPs Requiring Additional Support 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the average number of students, in one class, who do not have an IEP but 
require additional support to participate in whole-class activities. 
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School-Based Teams (SBT). School-Based Teams (SBT) are collaborative problem-

solving teams made up of classroom teachers, support teachers, counsellors and administrators 

who work together to develop educational programs for students who may or may not have 

special education designations (Ministry of Education and Child Care, 2022). When survey 

participants were asked a multiple-choice question pertaining to their experience with referring 

students for SBT, not one participant stated they did not do this within an academic year. This 

corresponds with the data already established, that all classrooms have unidentified students 

requiring additional support to learn. This appears to suggest that all classrooms contain students 

struggling in at least one area of school, however, are not having their needs met because they 

have not yet met with trained professionals to receive guidance for learning challenges. Even 

more alarming, is that 60% of participants stated on average, they have brought three or more 

student names forth to SBT within one academic year, due to those students requiring additional 

support to be successful (Figure 18).  

Figure 18 

Students Brought to School-Based Teams (SBT) 
 

 
Note. N=52. This figure shows the average number of students brought forth, by one classroom teacher, 
to SBT in one academic year 
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Mental Health  

Mental health refers to emotional, psychological and social-wellbeing, and it has become 

an increasingly more complex topic to navigate with students (CDC, 2021). When asked if their 

initial educational programing provided strategies to assist students struggling with their mental 

health, a mere 9% stated they were provided with these opportunities (Figure 19). Of the 91% 

that received no instruction or guidance to assist students who are struggling in this manner, only 

one participant stated they were “somewhat informed”; however, they felt the training was not 

sufficient. There are many contributing factors that are leading to the increased amount of mental 

health concerns amongst our youth, one of which is the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Figure 19 
 
Initial Programming: Mental Health 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught how to assist students struggling with their mental health. 
 

It’s important to consider the few different IEP designations available in B.C. to support 

students who are struggling with their mental health. These are in place to assist students in 

building capacity around areas such as anxiety management, self-regulation and coping 
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strategies. When participants were asked to outline their greatest concern for students who do not 

have IEPs but are struggling, academic, behavioural, emotional and social concerns were all 

mentioned repetitively (Figure 20). Two participants noted that these could not be thought of as 

isolated areas of concern, as often if a student “is struggling in one area, there will be a ripple-

effect on another”. 

Figure 20 
 
Areas of Concern (outside of IEPs) 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the areas of concern for teachers, of students that do not have IEPs. 
 

Based on Figure 20, behavioural concerns are of the utmost importance; however, only 

31% of survey participants received explicit training on mitigating behavioural concerns within 

their pre-service training (Figure 21). One participant stated they are “trying [their] best but can't 

meet [the needs of] all learners” and that each day they try their best to reach as many students as 

possible but need to “be realistic with their own limitations and accept that there are simply not 

enough people to support each learner in their class.” Another participant was concerned because 

lessons “are often hijacked by one or more students that can’t regulate and storm out, slam doors, 

kick furniture, scream, etc.” and asserted that initial education programs should place more 
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emphasis on “supporting students with multiple needs in the classroom; mental health and self-

regulation strategies” because there are currently not enough strategies being taught to new 

teachers. Having a “toolbox” of strategies to help mitigate less-desirable behaviours is 

imperative for teacher success and the learning of all students in a classroom. 

Figure 21 
 
Initial Programming: Behaviour Management 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught how to mitigate negative behaviours. 
 

Co-Regulation. Co-regulation is a process to assist students in building self-regulation 

skills to regain composure after a poor choice in behaviour and is becoming seemingly more 

important for teachers to incorporate into daily practice (Desautels, 2019). When participants 

were surveyed about whether they had been taught how to co-regulate with a student (to 

eventually guide these students to independently regulate their emotions), 87% of participants 

identified as having received no training in their initial educational programming (Figure 22). 

Building supports into the classroom which encourage students to self-regulate, can greatly assist 
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student academic growth, as it encourages a fostering of self-awareness and learning how to 

independently advocate for needs (Butler, 1998).   

Figure 22 
 
Initial Programming: Co-Regulation Strategies 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught how to co-regulate with students. 
 
Diverse Learners  

Contemporarily, British Columbia public-school classrooms contain a wide range of 

diverse learners. Classroom compositions were analyzed in themes surrounding academic 

abilities, multicultural learners including Indigenous students and English language learners as 

well as students who identify with gender and sexual orientation variations. 

Varying Academic Abilities. Varying levels of academic ability are prevalent in public 

classrooms worldwide; inclusive of all students, regardless of whether they have an IEP 

(Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014). When asked a multiple-choice question regarding mathematical 

comprehension and application skills, 59% of respondents stated that within an average class, 

student performance ranged more than three grade levels (Figure 23). Respondents also noted 

varying literacy levels as well. The ability to read to comprehend and apply knowledge as well as 
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write clearly and make connections are areas most participants responded as a grave concern. 

67% of participants responded, that within an average class, student performance ranged more 

than three grade levels (Figure 24).  

Figure 23 
 
Student Mathematical Skill Levels 
 

 
Note. N=44. This figure shows an average classes range of mathematical comprehension and application 
skills 
 
Figure 24 
 
Student Literacy Levels 
 

 
Note. N=49. This figure shows an average classes range in literacy (reading and writing) skills. 
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Multicultural Classrooms. Culturally relevant pedagogy incorporates cultural identity 

into academic practice (Rybinska et al., 2020); however, only 44% of teacher participants 

reported receiving this training in their initial educational programming (Figure 25). Of the 

participants who received this formal training, 69% of those participants have been teaching for 

10 years or less (Figure 26). It is evident that educational programming has changed over time, 

and it is encouraging to learn from participants, based on survey data, that greater emphasis is 

now being placed upon preparing future educators for multicultural classrooms. One respondent, 

identified as having 5-10 years of teaching experience, outlined “I differentiate, and I plan 

around differently abled students. For students with language barriers, I do my best to simplify. I 

try to be culturally sensitive and inclusive for all my learners.” It should be noted, however, that 

this particular respondent specifically stated they were currently in a master’s degree program in 

counselling and identified this as being the primary source for learning the best tools to navigate 

their diverse classroom needs. Although this is an instance where a teacher chose to learn the 

skills necessary to meet the needs of their students independently, this does not negate the fact 

that younger teachers are being exposed to these strategies in their initial teacher programming. 
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Figure 25 
 
Initial Programming: Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 
 

 
Note. N=54. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught about culturally relevant pedagogy 
 
Figure 26 
 
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and Participant Experience 
 

 
Note. N=23. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught about culturally relevant pedagogy and their years of teaching experience. 
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First Nations, Métis and Inuit Students. Even though 91% of teachers identified having 

at least one student who identified as First Nations, Métis and/or Inuit (Figure 27), only 40% of 

participants reported receiving explicit training on the First Peoples Principles during their pre-

service training (Figure 28). It was noted from participants who disclosed having had student 

teachers, that there needs to be a greater “focus on First Peoples Teachings and incorporating 

these teachings in the classroom” to not only gain a greater variety of local perspectives but to 

allow for appropriate representation within classes. Of the 22 respondents who received training 

on the First Peoples Principles of Learning during their initial teacher training, however, 86% 

were in the first ten years of teaching (Figure 29). Additionally, zero participants teaching for 

more than 15 years had been exposed to this during their initial teacher training (Figure 29). 

Figure 27 
 
Students identified as First Nations, Métis or Inuit 
 

 
Note. N=54. This figure shows the average number of students, in one class, who identify as First 
Nations, Métis or Inuit.  
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Figure 28 
 
Initial Programming: First Peoples Principles of Learning 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught how to incorporate the First Peoples Principles of Learning.  
 
Figure 29 
 
First Peoples Principles of Learning and Participant Experience 
 

 
Note. N=22. This figure shows participants who received training on the First Peoples Principles of 
Learning during their initial educational programming and their years of experience teaching.  
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English Language Learners. To teach students specific subject content in a language 

other than a student’s first language, can be a daunting task, especially as English levels vary 

drastically among individual students. According to survey results, 85% of respondents, when 

asked in a dichotomous question, expressed having students in their classes who spoke a 

language other than English as their primary language (Figure 30). As integral as it is to engage 

students in English content, it is equally as important to consider that our classrooms are 

becoming increasingly more dynamic regarding student cultures. For example, 75% of survey 

respondents stated they had at least one student in their class described as being “new to Canada” 

(Figure 31). Including and incorporating multiculturalism and culturally relevant pedagogy is 

imperative to the growth of our student demographics, especially in Canada, which prides itself 

on being a multicultural society.  

Figure 30 
 
Student Language 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the average number of students, in one class, whose primary language is 
not English. 
 
 
 

15%

27%

31%

27%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

0 1 or 2 3 or 4 5 or more

Pe
rc

en
t

Number of Students



FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSE CLASSROOM COMPOSITIONS 79 

Figure 31 
 
Students considered “New to Canada” 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the average number of students in one class who are considered “new to 
Canada”. 
 

As the frenzy around the Covid-19 pandemic has wavered slightly, B.C. public districts 

were given the opportunity to offer international students with the ability to experience a 

Canadian public-school. According to data from the survey, 64% of respondents have had at 

least one international student in their class (Figure 32). Supporting the learning of international 

students is two-fold; students must be provided with content appropriate to their level of 

comprehension while being provided with the social/emotional opportunity to feel safe and 

secure while on their year sabbatical from their parents. It is stifling, based on survey data, that 

72% of teachers reported not receiving any instruction for how to meet the needs of English-

language learners during the initial educational programming (Figure 33). 
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Figure 32 
 
International Students 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the average number of international students in one class. 
 
 
Figure 33 
 
Initial Programming: English Language Learner Strategies 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught how to incorporate strategies for English language learners.  
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Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity in Classrooms. Discouragingly, 78% of 

educators had not received explicit training on the SOGI curriculum (Figure 34). Expectedly, 

however, with the creation of this curriculum in 2019, of the eleven participants who had 

received this training, a majority of them (91%) have been teaching for less than 10 years (Figure 

35). However, when surveyed, 58% of respondents, who are in their first ten years of teaching, 

had not received SOGI training (Figure 36). It was noted by a participant who has had a student-

teacher, that greater “focus, attention and understanding of SOGI curriculum” is required for the 

next generation of educators. Inclusivity does not only pertain to academic, cultural and 

linguistic variations, but also how students perceive themselves in the world. Initial teacher 

programming, therefore, should be providing teachers with opportunities to learn more about 

resources available to create inclusive environments for all students to learn. 

Figure 34 
 
Initial Programming: SOGI Curriculum 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught how to incorporate the SOGI curriculum. 
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Figure 35 
 
SOGI Training and Participant Experience 
 

 
Note. N=11. This figure shows participants who received training on the SOGI curriculum during their 
initial educational programming and their years of experience teaching. 
 
Figure 36 
 
SOGI Training and Participants with Less than 10 Years of Experience 
 

 
Note. N=24. This figure shows participants with 10 years of experience or less who received training on 
the SOGI curriculum during their initial educational programming. 
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Differentiation  

Providing differentiation in terms of classroom instruction, assignments, and assessment 

strategies so all students experience challenge, success, and satisfaction, is essential in education 

(George, 2005). Differentiation allows for meaningful adaptations to be present in classrooms for 

all students to access content and demonstrate their learning using strengths-based strategies 

(Tomlinson et al., 2003). It is imperative to the success of a multifaceted classroom dynamic, 

however only 56% of respondents reported having been explicitly taught the effectiveness of 

creating lessons with multiple entry points for students (Figure 37) during their initial teacher 

training programs. 

Figure 37 
 
Initial Programming: Differentiation Strategies 
 

  
Note. N=55. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught how strategies for differentiation.  
 

Based on dichotomous questions asking about diversity training within pre-service 

programs, there is a distinct deficit. There is a correlation between teachers receiving explicit 

training in these areas, and their ability to feel prepared and comfortable to teach the students 
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with varying academic, cultural, linguistic, and behavioural backgrounds that are populating our 

current classrooms. When asked in an open-ended question regarding topics that should be 

stressed or given greater priority during initial teacher training programs, to better meet the needs 

of our students, 84% of survey respondents provided answers (Table 8). The most frequently 

mentioned topics were inclusion and special education (24%) and behaviour management (22%).  

The inclusion model outlined by the Ministry of Education in B.C. states that the “vision is to 

provide inclusive and responsive learning environments that recognize the value of diversity and 

provide equity of access, opportunity and outcome for all students including students with 

disabilities and diverse abilities” (2022, para. 1). Unfortunately, current training is not entirely 

congruent in supporting this model.  

When teachers were asked to respond to changes that could be made with current 

systems, behaviour management was mentioned in multiple responds. One participant noted that 

severe behavioural issues “not only hinder but traumatize the learning experience of others in the 

room.” Another respondent mentioned that “violent, poorly behaved students, or students with 

severe learning disabilities, impact the learning for all students.” They went on to state that not 

only are “these students’ needs are not being met in this model, it also negatively impacts the 

learning of every other student in the process.” It is evident that more training is required to work 

with students in an inclusive model.   
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Table 8 
 
Topics Required for Initial Teacher Programs 
 
Topics that should be given a greater priority within the initial teaching program 
 Frequency Percent 
Assisting French Immersion Students 2 4% 
Behaviour Management 10 22% 
Co-regulation Strategies 4 9% 
Competency - Marking/Assessment Strategies 4 9% 
Differentiation 8 17% 
ELL 2 4% 
First Peoples Principles 5 11% 
How to Teach Specific Skills - Reading, Math, etc. 7 15% 
IEP 2 4% 
Inclusion/Special Ed 11 24% 
Incorporating UDL Realistically 2 4% 
Mental Health 6 13% 
Processes (Reports, SBT, IEP, etc) 4 9% 
Realistic Unit/Lesson Planning 3 7% 
SOGI 2 4% 
Teaching to Learning Styles 1 2% 
Trauma-Informed 4 9% 
Total 46 100% 

 
Survey respondents established many other topics initial education programs need to 

emphasize, particularly with regards to diverse student needs. Social-emotional wellbeing was 

mentioned regarding co-regulation (9%), mental health (13%) and trauma-informed practices 

(9%). As mentioned previously, with increasing numbers of students requiring additional support 

with anxiety management, self-regulation and coping strategies (especially in light of the Covid-

19 pandemic), it is imperative these topics be addressed during initial teacher training. To meet 

the needs of our learners, differentiation (17%), teaching English language learners (4%) and the 

First Peoples Principles (11%) were topics also mentioned as requiring a greater emphasis in 

initial teacher training programs. With increasing diversity among students, teachers must be 

provided with tools to create classroom cultures that not only include but support the learning for 

all students. 
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Professional Learning 
 

As a province, B.C. educators have many opportunities for both in-service and 

professional development (PD). 62% of survey respondents (34 individuals) chose to answer the 

open-ended question “please list or include any relevant professional development workshop 

participation as well as formal coursework or certificates you may have engaged in both before 

and after starting your teaching practice/career.” As outlined in Table 9, the topic of special 

education was explored the most frequently by teachers (20%) in their professional learning. One 

teacher established, “my M Ed was in inclusion, and I found this program very helpful. It 

changed the way I teach.” In a dichotomous question on the survey, 76% of respondents stated 

they had participated in PD specifically geared towards inclusion, special education and/or 

diversity training (Figure 38). One survey respondent noted that professional learning 

opportunities provided by their district were “hugely impactful and helped meet student learning 

needs, cope with (or prevent) problematic behaviors and learn how to identify students who may 

need additional testing” to improve their academic skills.  
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Table 9 
 
Relevant Professional Development 
 
Relevant professional development, workshop participation, formal coursework/programs 
 Frequency Percent 
Adrienne Gear 3 3% 
Augmented Communication 1 1% 
Barbara Coloroso 1 1% 
Conversational Solfege  1 1% 
Curriculum and Instruction 1 1% 
Differentiation 1 1% 
Early Childhood 2 2% 
Gifted Education 2 2% 
Gordon Neufeld Intensive Training 2 2% 
Indigenous Training 6 6% 
Inquiry 1 1% 
Language Classes 3 3% 
Learner-Centred Pedagogy 1 1% 
Level B Assessments 2 2% 
Math 2 2% 
Mental Health 6 6% 
Non-violent Crisis Intervention 3 3% 
Orton-Gillingham 1 1% 
RTI 4 4% 
Science of Reading 2 2% 
Shelley Moore 3 3% 
Special Education 20 20% 
Technology Integration 3 3% 
TESOL 12 12% 
Trauma Informed 8 8% 
Tribes 2 2% 
UbD 1 1% 
UDL 7 7% 
Total 101 100% 

Note. N=34 
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Figure 38 
 
PD about Inclusion, Special Education or Diversity Training 
 

 
Note. N=54. This figure shows participants who attended professional development about inclusion, 
special education and/or teaching diverse learners. 
 

One respondent established having participated in fourteen multiple-day PD sessions 

organized by their district and noted that “some topics, such as strategies for teaching languages 

to students with specific learning disabilities, have been very helpful, I [only] wish these topics 

were covered in more detail during the B.Ed.!” When comparing the practical functionality of 

professional development, three respondents specifically stated they had not learned enough in 

their initial educational programming, outlining it was “too theoretical” and they “had not 

learned enough practical skills to implement into their class” when leaving university.  

When asked in an open-ended question what constitutes a highly effective professional 

development opportunity, 32 of the 55 respondents chose to answer. 53% of these participants 

(17), mentioned PD opportunities that provided specific, ready-to-implement meaningful 

strategies to support their students learning (Table 10). This aligns with literature analysis which 
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state PD must be applicable and provide ready-to-use strategies for teachers in order to be 

impactful (Cavendish et al., 2021; Petrie & McGee, 2012).  

Table 10 
 
Themes Associated with Impactful PD 
 
Impactful PD to Teaching Practice 
Theme n % Sample Comments 
Job Specific 7 22% “I have taken many courses specific to my classroom 

situation…” 
   “…helped meet student learning needs, cope with (or 

prevent) problematic behaviors, identify students who may 
need additional testing etc.” 

   “It gave me more strategies to use and the confidence to try 
new things.” 

Applicable 10 31% “I have used it every day since.”   
   “I learned how to meet the needs of diverse learners in my 

classroom…” 
   “Differentiation has stayed with me for my whole career 

because it’s just a more fun way to teach and teach the 
most learners…” 

Total 
Respondents 

32 53%  

 
As established, while many teachers identified meaningful PD opportunities, 44% of 

respondents (14) stated they have yet to find an impactful PD session they could implement to 

enhance student learning. The reasons behind these less impactful PD opportunities, however, 

have less to do with the content explored in these courses, and more to do with school-based 

supports to implement the learned strategies (Table 11). This seems to be a consensus among 

survey respondents, and these topics are described in greater detail both in the Current Climate 

section of this investigation and during the focus group discussion analysis. One participant 

affirmed that PD “while helpful, still doesn't tell me how to meet the needs of my 6 diverse 

learners with IEPs and my other 17 learners that all have their own [individual] needs, without 

extra support” while another stated there is “too much pressure on [classroom teachers] CT to do 
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it all unsupported.” This response was hugely impactful, as it mentions the lack of supports 

directly impacts a teacher’s ability to meet the needs of their students.  

Table 11 
 
Reasons PD is Not Impactful 
 
Reasons PD is Not Impactful to Teaching Practice 
Theme n % Sample Comments 
Specific 
Issues 

6 19% “Not usually in-depth or practical enough for a true 
impact.” 

   “…everything was theoretical.” 
   “Some resources were helpful, others [were just] ‘fluff'.” 
Systemic 
Issues 

9 28% “Very difficult to differentiate without proper supports in 
place.” 

   “Great ideas, but no school support to implement.” 
   “Too much pressure on CT to do it all unsupported.”  
Total 
Respondents 

32 47%  

 
Survey participants were also asked the open-ended question “thinking of your personal 

educational practices, how would you describe your inclusionary practices?” Of the 47 

respondents who chose to answer, 23% (11 participants) noted they are “trying their best” and 

that most of their own learning needed to support the diverse needs within their classes “has 

occurred through trial and error.” It was mentioned, again, that these participants require 

additional support from administrators, EAs, and specialist teachers to successfully meet the 

needs of their learners. One participant framed this by establishing “we need more school-level 

supports. I cannot do everything on my own [as a classroom teacher]. We need counseling, EAs 

and more ELL support… but just putting kids in class with no extra support or resources given to 

the teacher, isn't a functional system of inclusion.” One participant also revealed: 

what I don't have but would help are: having schools implement school-wide behaviour 

expectations or school-wide.  Health and mental health staff like psychologists, 

counsellors, speech therapists, occupational therapists, nurses, in the school every day, 
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not just once a week.  Inclusion takes the entire team, not just individual teachers in their 

individual rooms. 

It was also noted that classroom compositions have altered drastically in the last decade and 

there must be a shift in support from a district level, to meet the needs of students.  

For professional development to be meaningful, it must be systemic, in that it is 

embedded as part of a school climate and reinforced by administrators (Veldhuis & van den 

Heuvel-Panhuizen, 2020; Cavendish et al., 2021). When asked if participants had ever worked at 

school where diversity training was a whole-school initiative, only 11% of respondents stated 

they had (Figure 39). Two participants noted their schools had brought in professional 

development on the First Peoples Principles and the SOGI curriculum, but that nothing was 

established as a school-wide program. For continuity that supports student success, school-wide 

programs and initiatives must be developed, established, and used in a systemic manner. 

Figure 39 
 
Systemic Diversity Training 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows participants who have participated in a whole school/district initiative on 
diversity training. 
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Program-Wide Initiatives 
 

As noted above, for professional learning to be meaningful and impactful for student 

learning, a systemic approach is required (Veldhuis & van den Heuvel-Panhuizen, 2020; 

Cavendish et al., 2021).  

UDL. In 2007, the British Columbia Ministry of Education funded an initiative to 

incorporate the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) within its public education system (Burton 

et al., 2010) with the goal of systemic alignment in meeting student needs within the province. 

Based on a dichotomous question, during initial educational programs, 58% of respondents 

stated they did not learn about UDL in terms of philosophy or how to integrate it for the 

betterment of student academic success (Figure 40) during their pre-service training. It is 

interesting to note, however, that 83% of these teachers who reported having received training in 

their initial educational programming, have been teaching for less than ten years (Table 12). This 

establishes that UDL may be more commonly integrated since its conception with the Ministry 

15 years ago. 

Figure 40 
 
Initial Programming: UDL 
 

 
Note. N=55. This figure shows the percentage of participants who, during initial educational 
programming, were taught about Universal Design for Learning (UDL). 

Yes
42%

No
58%



FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSE CLASSROOM COMPOSITIONS 93 

Table 12 
 
UDL Training and Years of Teaching Experience 
 
Years of Experience Teaching who received UDL Training 
 Frequency Percent 
Less than 5 years 7 30% 
5 – 10 years 11 48% 
11 – 15 years 3 13% 
16 – 20 years 2 9% 
More than 20 years 0 0% 
Total Respondents 23 100% 

Note. N=23. This table shows participant years of experience who received training on UDL. 
 

Unfortunately, however, only 25% of respondents stated their school participates in a 

school-wide or district-wide initiative integrating the UDL philosophy into their current teaching 

practice (Figure 41). Although 49% of respondents stated they had participated in some training 

to learn more about how to incorporate UDL within their classrooms, of these, 93% received less 

than 5 hours of training (Figure 42). For a program to be integrated well and in entirety, 

experience and reflection is required. By participating in these few short lessons, teachers are not 

necessarily given opportunities to develop strategies to incorporate UDL within their own 

classes. Further, many respondents stated their UDL training occurred in a university setting, 

whether that be part of their initial educational programming or personal professional 

development from an accredited university. This appears to suggest that, although meant to be a 

school- or district-wide initiative, UDL training has been left to individual teachers. Though it is 

imperative this modality be a part of systemic programing, it is also important for staff to be 

trained at a school or district level to allow for greater continuity and consistency. Of the 25% of 

respondents who had UDL implemented as either a school-wide or district-wide initiative, only 

28% of these participants established an expert on staff to whom they could address questions 

pertaining to incorporating and using the UDL framework (Figure 43). Having a specialist on 



FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSE CLASSROOM COMPOSITIONS 94 

staff where teachers can direct questions and achieve guidance, is imperative to a program’s 

success. It has previously been noted that not all respondents felt they had certain supports in 

place, especially as it related to resource availability. Having specialist teachers who are well-

versed in UDL is another example of a support that is not consistently available to teaching staff 

in public schools in B.C. 

Figure 41 
 
Systemic Approach to UDL 
 

 
Note. N=52. This figure shows participants who have worked or do work at a school with a systemic 
approach to UDL. 
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Figure 42 
 
Training received for UDL 
 

 
Note. N=27. Only 27 participants received training on UDL. This figure shows the amount of training 
received by these participants. 
 
Figure 43 
 
UDL Staff Expert  
 

 
Note. N=21. This figure shows, of the 21 participants who responded, the percentage of who had a UDL 
expert on staff. 
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RTI. Response To Intervention (RTI) is a systemic approach which uses early detection 

to facilitate student growth throughout their academic lives (VanDerHeyden et al., 2007).  

Unfortunately, many teachers noted a distinct deficit in school systems as there was not enough 

“early intervention and designation for students,” which relates to a deficiency that would be less 

prevalent if RTI was being integrated systemically. Based on participant responses, 67% of 

teachers had never worked at a school which has implemented a systemic approach to RTI 

(Figure 44). It is imperative for an effective systemic approach be in place for RTI to function in 

the way in which it was designed. Unfortunately, however, based on survey data, of the 24 

participants who received training on RTI, each had received a maximum of 5 hours of training 

(Figure 45). In addition to this not being a substantial training, only 39% of respondents stated 

there was an expert on staff for RTI (Figure 46). Having expert staff members available to work 

with is integral for any systemic framework to be successful. It can be said, then, that RTI has 

not received the adequate amount of training, resources or commitment in order to be an 

effective strategy to assist in early interventions required for greater student development. 
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Figure 44 
 
Systemic Approach to RTI 
 

 
Note. N=53. This figure shows participants who have worked or do work at a school with a systemic 
approach to RTI.  
 
Figure 45 
 
Training Received for RTI 
 

 
Note. N=18. Only 18 participants received training on RTI. This figure shows the amount of training 
received by these participants. 
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Figure 46 
 
RTI Expert Staff 
 

 
Note. N=18. This figure shows, of the 18 participants who received training on RTI, the percentage of 
those participants who had an expert on staff for RTI. 
 

It was noted on the survey, specifically by participants who identified their students as 

having the widest range of literacy and mathematical understanding, that “regardless of RTI or 

UDL implementation, the only way to facilitate individualized growth is with certain students 

receiving one-on-one support within the classroom.” Unfortunately, this intensive support is not 

always available or possible and in current systems cannot be sustained. This resigned 

perspective came from not only a lack of individualized supports required for student success, 

but from a lack of a systemic approach to create a culture in which students are identified early to 

have supports in place to promote their academic success.  

Current Climate 
 

Current school climates are not always easy to navigate, especially for teachers who are 

feeling inundated with increasing demands to meet the needs of a greater variation within their 

student populations. Teachers worldwide are describing their current working environment as 
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stressful, not only due to the challenges within their classroom dynamics but also due to a lack of 

supports available to alleviate some of these pressures (Cretu & Morandau, 2020; Brennan et al., 

2021; Mahiri, 2017; Malekan 2015; Florian, 2012). One teacher declared “presently, I watch my 

colleagues trying their best to meet the needs of all students and they are burning out.” 

Increasing pressures to meet students where they are, differentiate to build upon student 

strengths, provide multicultural and inclusive curriculum all while maintaining academic rigor is 

a challenging task. As mentioned, and woven throughout survey responses, one of the largest 

contributors to this stress, is a lack of support.  

Educational Assistants (EAs)  

Educational Assistants (EAs) are teacher assistants who are in the classroom to support 

(typically our most vulnerable) students by providing assistance to teachers, counsellors and case 

managers (WorkBC, 2022). When surveyed about EA assistance, only 55% of respondents 

expressed they had more than one hour in an academic day with EA support (Table 13). 

Additionally, 11% of respondents stated they did not receive EA support during the academic 

day. This establishes the classroom teacher’s role is not only inclusive of differentiating content, 

instruction, assignments and assessments, consulting one-on-one with all students to foster 

individualized growth, but also ensuring the learning and participation of all students in lessons, 

regardless of identified learning challenges. Having adequate support, especially when it comes 

to EA presence within a classroom, allows for all students to participate and actively contribute 

to lessons. Without the support of an EA in a classroom, classroom teachers are left to perform 

the tasks of multiple professionals in one room. 
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Table 13 
 
Average EA Support 
 
Hours of EA Support   
 Frequency Percent 
None 6 11% 
Less than 1 hour 18 34% 
1 or 2 hours 10 19% 
3 or 4 hours 12 23% 
5 or 6 hours 5 9% 
More than 6 hours 2 4% 
Total 53 100% 

Note. N=53. This table shows the average number of hours a teacher received EA support during one 
academic day.  
 

When asked a dichotomous question about whether respondents felt EA allocation was 

adequately spread to support all learners, only 8% felt this was the case (Figure 47). The 92% of 

participants who did not feel as though EA time was appropriate to support all learners, 

expressed that it “provided little support for students with different learning needs.” When 

classroom teachers are required to check-in with students with varying learning needs, rather 

than ask for assistance from an EA, they are taking quality class time away from other learner 

needs.  
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Figure 47 
 
EA Allocation to Support Learners 
 

 
Note. N=53. This figure shows the percentage of participants who felt as though they had adequate EA 
support to meet the needs of all learners in their class. 
 

In an ideal classroom, all students are provided with opportunities to comprehend content 

and participate actively in lessons. It is critical to note, that only 19% of respondents felt as 

though they had the necessary supports in place for all students to be able to participate in class-

wide activities (Table 14). This question had specified that students who require additional 

assistance to participate in class, had those supports in place, and yet 45% of respondents still felt 

they “never”, “very rarely” or “rarely” had adequate support to meet the needs of all their 

learners. When students are not able to actively engage in lessons, it can have detrimental effects 

on those individuals as well as the class dynamic. It is difficult for teachers, as well, to know 

how other educators are managing these needs with inadequate support, as time is limited for 

collaboration and professional conversations. 83% of participants stated they felt EA allocation 

was not equitable among all classes to support all students in their learning (Figure 48). It can be 
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stated established that it is to all students’ detriment if classes do not receive appropriate time 

with EAs to support their learning.  

Table 14 
 
Frequency of Support for All Students 
 
Frequency of support to meet the needs within your class 
 Frequency Percent 
Never 5 9% 
Very Rare 8 15% 
Rare 11 21% 
Occasional 19 36% 
Frequent 6 11% 
Very Frequent 4 8% 
Total 53 100% 

Note. N=53. This table shows the frequency with which teachers have the support necessary to meet the 
needs of all their learners (ie: all students are able to contribute to whole-class activities) 
 
Figure 48 
 
EA Allocation Among All Classes 
 

 
Note. N=53. This figure shows the percentage of participants who felt as though EA allocation was 
equitable among all classes to support all student learning needs 
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Support Teachers  

The role of a case manager is dynamic, complex, and responsive to meet the needs of the 

students they are supporting. Case managers, also known as support teachers, are responsible for 

playing a specialized role in student support, communicating among all stakeholders, developing 

programming for students on their case load, organizing educational assessments, preparing, 

altering and updating IEPs, reviewing district services available to meet the needs of students, 

assisting students with graduation programming as well as coordinating EA time amongst their 

students (Surrey Schools, n.d.).  

Although survey data demonstrated a rampant deficit for teachers regarding access to 

EAs and specialized teachers, support teachers are prevalent in each school in British Columbia. 

Survey results demonstrate that not only does working with a support teacher vary drastically 

between elementary and secondary schools, it also varies between districts. As support teachers 

play an integral role with some of our most vulnerable students, it is imperative to note that in a 

5-point Likert scale survey question, 30% of respondents stated they “do not”, “very rarely” or 

“rarely” work with their support teacher (Table 15). Although support teachers play a significant 

role in assigned support of EA’s and other specialists, many respondents (44%) reported feeling 

as though they “frequently” or “very frequently” have the support of this specialized teacher 

(Table 15). Interestingly, however, were consistent comments from participants that stated they 

believed “more support teachers and EAs” were integral to meeting student needs especially as 

“additional staff to implement strategies-especially those suggested by professionals” are 

imperative to certain student’s success in the mainstream classroom setting. 
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Table 15 
 
Average Work with a Support Teacher (or Case Manager) 
 
Average work with Support Teacher   
 Frequency Percent 
Never 4 8% 
Very Rare 5 9% 
Rare 7 13% 
Occasional 14 26% 
Frequent 11 21% 
Very Frequent 12 23% 
Total 53 100% 

 

Resources  

Educational resource availability and allocation within a school fall entirely under the 

district board office’s purview (Government of British Columbia, n.d.). Effective educational 

resources have a clear instructional purpose, are engaging, enhance learning, are appropriate for 

their purpose and make positive connections with learners’ knowledge, experience, and identity. 

Their purpose is to aid teachers in creating learning opportunities for all their students, whether 

they be technology, supplementary physical resources (books, assignments, etc.) or people 

(specialist teachers) (New Zealand Ministry of Education, n.d.).  

When public educators in British Columbia were surveyed using a 5-point Likert scale, 

more than half of the participants (58%), felt they “never”, “very rarely and “rarely” had access 

to the necessary resources required to meet the needs of their students (Table 16). Many survey 

respondents stated additional resources were imperative to student success, for example, one 

participant outlined “resources such as sensory equipment and additional training for trauma and 

intense behaviour” would provide teachers with support to assist their individual student needs. 

Unfortunately, what many teachers do in order to compensate for the lack of resources, is 

purchase materials for their students from their personal funds, to help their students grow and 
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develop. According to the data, 69% of teachers “frequently” and “very frequently” spent their 

own income to subsidize learning opportunities within their class (Table 16).  

Table 16 
 
Teacher Access to Resources 
 
Teacher access to resources   
 Frequency Percent 
1 - Never 5 9% 
2 - Very Rarely 15 28% 
3 - Rarely 11 21% 
4 - Occasionally 12 23% 
5 - Frequently 6 11% 
6 - Very Frequently 4 8% 
Total 53 100% 

Note. N=53. This table shows participant frequency of access to necessary resources to support the needs 
of students 
 
Table 17 
 
Teacher Frequency of Spending Personal Funds 
 
Frequency of Spending Personal Funds 
  Frequency Percent 
1 - Never 2 4% 
2 - Very Rarely 2 4% 
3 - Rarely 4 7% 
4 - Occasionally 9 16% 
5 - Frequently 18 33% 
6 - Very Frequently 20 36% 
Total 55 100% 

Note. N=55. This table shows the percentage of participants who spend their personal funds on resources 
for students in their class. 
 
Moving Forward 
 

Based on data collected from the survey, it is evident that improvements need to be made 

to support teachers who are working in contemporary classrooms. Both teacher education 

programs and supports available at a school or district level impact the readiness for teachers to 
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meet the needs of their student compositions. Concurrently, teachers are not being adequately 

trained or given the appropriate and necessary supports to support student learning.  

Different Foci  

When asked, in an open-ended question, what districts and schools need to do differently 

to better meet the needs of students and support teachers, 44 (80%) participants of the survey 

responded. The most prevalently noted deficit was additional Educational Assistants (EAs) in 

classrooms to support students. As established, EAs are integral to the success of not only our 

neurodivergent students, but all students requiring adaptations for their learning (Table 18). They 

provide one-on-one guidance and instruction to students in the mainstream classroom to support 

their participation within the class. Additionally, there are not enough specialist adults to support 

the needs of all learners. This includes not only EAs, but all specialist educators such as 

psychologists, speech and language therapists, consultants, support teachers, special education 

specialists, as well as resources for meeting the needs of students. Although funding was 

mentioned by survey participants (18%), comments stated this would allow for “increased 

specialists and resources for our most vulnerable students.” It is evident that teachers require 

additional support in terms of personnel and resources to meet the needs of all their students. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSE CLASSROOM COMPOSITIONS 107 

Table 18 
 
Changes to Support All Learners 
 
Schools and districts should do this differently to meet the needs of diverse learners 
 Frequency Percent 
EA Support 12 27% 
Specialist Teacher Support 9 20% 
Early Intervention & IEP Support 6 14% 
Time 3 7% 
Evaluating the Appropriateness of Inclusion 7 16% 
Funding 8 18% 
Behaviour 6 14% 
Class Composition 8 18% 
Teacher Learning 6 14% 
Total Respondents 44 100% 

 

Specialist Support  

As outlined above, additional specialist supports are required to not only support teachers 

in the classroom, but students with varying learning needs. When asked, in an open-ended 

question, what districts and schools need to do more of, to better meet the needs of students and 

support teachers, 46 (84%) participants of the survey responded (Table 19). 54% of these 

respondents expressed requiring additional specialist educator supports (counsellors, support 

teachers, OT specialists, psychologists, etc.) to meet the needs of their students. When including 

EA staff in this list of professionals needed to support student growth, this statistic increased 

dramatically to 84% of survey respondents. Additional professional support is required to best 

support the learners within contemporary classes. With access to more specialists and EAs, 

teachers will be able to feel more successful in meeting the needs of their learners. 
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Table 19 
 
Additional Resources Required 
 
School districts should provide more of this to meet the needs of diverse learners 
 Frequency Percent 
Additional Support Staff (counsellors, support teachers, OT, etc.) 25 54% 
Additional EA Staff 14 30% 
Funding 5 11% 
Time 4 9% 
Resources (technology, books, manipulatives, etc.) 3 7% 
Parental Involvement 2 4% 
Early Intervention 2 4% 
Teacher Training 4 9% 
Total Respondents 46 100% 

 
 
Survey Data Conclusion 

 The results of the survey were used to inform the next phase of the research which 

involved working with a focus group to unpack some of the most prevalent themes identified 

through survey data analysis. These were refined into categories of impactful teacher learning 

experiences, support for student achievement and systemic approaches. Comparing and 

contrasting quantitative and qualitative data served to solidify the experiences of B.C. public 

school educators with respect to their diverse classroom compositions. 

 
Focus Group Data 
 

Seven survey participants graciously volunteered to participate in a focus group 

discussion to share their unique experiences for this study; four teachers with 5 – 10 years of 

experience (specifically: 5, 6, 8, and 9 years), two teachers with 20 and 21 years of experience 

and one teacher with 31 years of experience. In addition to a wide range of teaching careers, the 

current teacher assignment from these participants varied as well; one teacher was a kindergarten 

teacher, four teachers were elementary teachers (one of which was specifically a music teacher), 
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and two teachers were high school teachers (one of which was a trades specialist teacher and one 

of which was an informational technology teacher). Participants were asked open-ended 

questions during the focus group discussion and in analyzing the transcripts from the recording, 

the conversation was distilled into themes, as outlined in Chapter 3.  Participants were given a 

draft of the analysis as a part of the participant checking process and ongoing consent 

procedures. As mentioned, one participant decided to withdraw their contributions to the study 

after reviewing an initial analysis of the focus group discussion. As the nature of focus group 

discussions is generative, the withdrawal of one participant did not alter themes which emerged, 

however this participant’s comments, both directly quoted and paraphrased were removed from 

this paper. The main themes which emerged from the focus group discussion were, the nuances 

involved in applicable and impactful teacher learning and how teachers can be better supported 

to meet the needs of their students. 

 
Teacher Learning  

In exploring focus group participant experiences pertaining to both impactful and useful 

teacher learning, themes emerged which served to outline aspects of professional learning that 

impacted teachers, and therefore students, most. 

Applicable. Purposeful, or applicable, professional learning means the learning teachers 

participate in can be implemented into their current classrooms immediately. Four of the 

participants from the focus group expressed the importance of participating in applicable 

learning, to foster growth within their own classes. According to Darling-Hammond et al. 

(2017), teachers require professional development opportunities that are applicable and job-

embedded in nature. During the focus group, Participant D stated they participated in an 

influential professional development by “Gary Anaka and his brain-based learning [which 
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focused on] lots of teaching around cross-body work.” They continued, “probably any level, but 

at kindergarten, it works really well at calming kids and bringing them back to attention.” This 

was hugely influential with the discussion of mental health and regulation needs currently 

rampant throughout classrooms. Participant C summarized the importance of job-embedded 

mental health training by outlining their personal experience of “working in an inner-city school 

[which has given me the opportunity to work with] many students who have homelives and 

situations beyond my personal comprehension.” Participating in learning opportunities to 

“support the mental health of my students has been incredibly helpful… to navigate their 

situation while remaining focused on their learning.” Additionally, Participant A expressed the 

most impactful learning they participated in was “learning about technology … because I really 

feel it needs to be used with a purpose.” Not only do more students have more access to 

technology than ever before, but demonstrating appropriate use is an integral role of a classroom 

teacher. Learning how to imbed appropriate technology use can cause meaningful and impactful 

learning and is relevant to daily teacher practices. While not always successful, learning through 

trial and error are common attributes of teaching, and the opportunity to try different techniques 

while reflecting upon them in a collaborative manner can add great insight into developing more 

purposeful teaching strategies. 

Collaborative. A consistent theme among all participant experiences pertained to the 

importance of collaborating with colleagues. Veldhuis and van den Heuvel-Panhuizen (2020), 

established that collaborative and reflective professional learning opportunities were indicative 

of student academic achievement. Participant E gave several examples of meaningful PD, and 

the common thread was how working with others had the greatest impact on their own teaching. 

They further established they “had a chance to sit in on another cohort for 2.5 weeks … and that 
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had a profound impact on my classroom, I appreciated that and took it to heart which changed 

my practice.” Additionally, “I have been involved with a Music Teacher network in the district” 

which has facilitated professional conversations and made transparent “who I can reach out to, 

which has been encouraging and supportive to me.” Often teachers feel isolated in their practice 

and by having relevant professional conversations, the sense of community which fosters growth 

will inevitably form. Participant B felt it imperative to mention the least impactful professional 

learning was “in school PD lead by admin” specifically because it was less collaborative in 

nature. Collaborative learning, established by Bishop et al. (2009) and Cavendish et al. (2021), 

has a greater long-term effect on teacher practice.  

Learning from Experts. As teachers are frequently subject-specific experts, there is 

often a substantial amount of learning that must take place from experts in varying fields. Two 

participants of the focus group expressed their most impactful learning opportunities to be from 

other expert staff members. Participant F outlined their most impactful learning opportunity 

involved “having a person come into my classroom for 4 months and she cotaught with me and 

showed me how to do inquiry with my class…” and stated that “by having her there and working 

with her, it just informed my ability to do inquiry in all of my subjects and to be a more effective 

reading teacher specifically.” The more time made available to have meaningful and 

collaborative professional learning, therefore, the more informed a teachers practice will become. 

Additionally, Participant B found that mentor/mentorship programs were the most impactful to 

their learning, as they were able to learn themselves in a safe environment. Further, professional 

learning that consisted of “speakers who are professionals [experts] on the subjects I have chosen 

to learn more about” are important to professional growth. The autonomy of choosing individual 
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learning opportunities also impacts a teacher’s intrinsic motivation to try and implement new 

strategies (Fullan et al., 2015). 

Reflective. Although one participant explicitly stated the importance of reflecting on 

their own learning, many mentioned their metacognition in reference to bringing about 

sustainable change in their teaching practice. Learning is reflexive in nature and an integral 

aspect of purposefully planning for student success (Veldhuis & van den Heuvel-Panhuizen, 

2020). Participant A, for example, found it important to reflect upon their teaching practice as it 

pertained specifically to reading intervention strategies “because intermediate teachers do not 

always have support to do this.” They acknowledged a greater need in “learning how to teach 

phonics to upper intermediate students [because] it needs to be implemented in a way [that is 

appropriate for their age range].” They recognized this reflective approach to phonics instruction 

had a great impact on adjusting their teaching practices, particularly when it came to reading 

interventions. Archer (2012) established that engaging in reflexivity is imperative for educators 

to grow and develop not only their teaching philosophy but classroom pedagogies. 

Longevity. Another key aspect of meaningful learning involved the length of time spent 

learning new concepts. Petrie and McGee (2012) can attest that short-term learning does not 

often provide a long-term shift in teaching practice, especially as it pertains to applicable 

strategies for teachers to incorporate into their daily practice. It was interesting to note that four 

focus group participants correlated the length of professional learning courses/programs with 

meaningful learning. Participant F’s most influential professional development training 

“consisted of an expert in the field coming into my classroom and working with me for 4 

months…” This participant also stated they had spent “3 or 4 years immersed in that” learning; 

and their teaching practice was influenced greatly by the longevity of their professional learning. 
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Participant D concurred, establishing that they thought “the most impactful professional 

development was a weekend I did with Gordon Neufeld”, establishing that it was not a short 

program of an afternoon, but a rather large and comprehensive experience which made it the 

most impactful. 

Building Rapport. Student achievement and individual growth are greatly impacted by 

their perceived investment of teachers in their learning (Brennan et al., 2021; Gay, 2002; Larke, 

2013). Cultivating rapport is therefore integral to student academic success. Over half of focus 

group participants identified learning about fostering relationships as immensely impactful on 

their professional practice. Participant D, for example, outlined Gordon Neufeld’s PD, 

specifically, as it “taught [them] a lot about bonding with children and creating a strong bond so 

that they look to you more than they look to others.” They stated that it helped them: 

not only as a parent but also as a teacher and it’s something that has always stuck with me 

around creating strong bonds with special needs kids, children with behavioural issues or 

those kinds of things so that they always knew they were safe. 

Creating a safe and caring classroom community is fundamental to student learning and 

academic growth (Grover et al., 2020). Participant C further outlined the importance of relational 

teaching, by explaining that “understanding, empathizing and navigating how to best connect 

with my students that have poor mental health has been incredibly helpful not only for myself, 

but my students in order to help navigate their situation while still remaining focused and 

directed towards learning.”   

Support for Students 

As woven throughout this study, a key topic of discussion was how teachers can best 

support all students in their learning. Based on focus group discussions, themes for how to better 
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support student learning were identified as: more time to plan and collaborate, students being 

identified earlier if they require additional inventions to be successful, support from 

administrators, and greater specialist teacher and EA intervention.  

Time. As established, there is a distinct correlation between time pressure and teacher 

burnout (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2008). All participants in the focus group mentioned the necessity 

for educators to have more time to plan, collaborate and meet with specialists to better meet the 

needs of students. Participant A expressed that “support to me is having access to collaboration 

time. There has always been a promise of time, but then we never get it consistently.” Participant 

B stated that “having relief time to differentiate learning for students with diverse needs” is 

integral to student success. This participant also explained that because they teach trades and 

technology, and each EA has varying background knowledge, they often “have to use their own 

time to train EAs ahead of the students. This is done so that when they are working with 

neurodivergent students in the shop, it is being executed safely. So having extra time for both me 

and the EAs to train them” would be ideal.  

Further, Participant C expressed that support is an “opportunity to co-teach and work 

alongside one another to best support our learners and provide an opportunity to work more 1-

on-1 with students who require it. It’s a shared responsibility!” “Support is having colleagues to 

talk to and debrief with” and time to discuss students would be helpful, as stated by Participant 

D. As established, teaching can be an isolating profession and having time to collaborate and 

discuss strategies would be immensely beneficial to support students. Participant E established 

the most pressing resource to assist in meeting student needs is “TIME!!! Time to meet with 

individual students, time to connect and talk with students who need support and to talk to 

specialists.” Finally, Participant A justified that “modified programs developed through the use 
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of collaborative time between teachers and support teachers” would provide more resources to 

support student learning. According to researchers, time to engage in collaborative discussions is 

key to providing students with safe learning environments (e.g., Ainscow & Sandill, 2010; Stoll 

et al., 2006). 

Early Identification. As this focus group contained both a current kindergarten teacher 

and a teacher with vast experience in primary years, a discussion ensued which fostered a 

concrete picture of the perception of early primary educators in British Columbia’s public 

education sector.  Participant F summarized these sentiments: 

to me, support is having children properly tested and identified before or within the first  

two years of school. This would require schools to ed psych all children and not only 1 or 

2 students a year. After a child receives a diagnosis, a team (parents, doctors, teachers, 

OT, PT, Speech, counselling, etc.) would work with the child in order to develop a 

FOLLOWED plan which would help the child in all areas.  

Parental intervention, investment and follow-through were mentioned as contributing factors to 

this gap in assessments for younger students, so it is imperative that a team of stakeholder ensure 

student needs are being met. Participant D stated that it’s difficult when students “don’t always 

get enough hours [to work with an EA], or there are too many of them together with one EA, or 

they don’t get an EA because they aren’t designated until later on, whereas if they had gotten it 

earlier in their schooling it could have had a greater impact.” Not only are early interventions 

imperative to student success and growth, but additional specialist support is often required. 

Administrative Support. According to Morgan et al. (2022), having a shared vision 

among all staff is integral to meaningful progress in an education setting. Two of the participants 

outlined how beneficial it would be to have administrative support when working with their 
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diverse classroom compositions. Specifically, Participant A established that “admin helping to 

provide collaboration time and resources to help with what the teacher is doing” would be 

exceptionally beneficial. As well, support is “understanding and consideration by admin staff and 

a district/government that provides the required experts and support staff to meet the needs of 

neurodivergent/behaviour children” was stated by Participant D. 

Expert Staff. Specialist staff such as psychologists, counsellors, speech therapists, 

occupational therapists, and others are experts in a specific aspect of child development. Each 

participant, multiple times throughout the focus group discussion, established a greater need for 

specialist teachers within not only their schools but at a district level. Participant F, for example, 

compared their experiences in a public school in B.C. with the United States, establishing: 

In the US, we had a full time PT, OT, counsellor, art specialist, music teacher, health 

teacher, learning assistance teacher, resource teacher and a fleet of EAs to meet the needs 

of the students. It is possible, it just needs to be supported financially. 

This participant further outlined the shortage in specialist staff ultimately stems from a deficit in 

funding at the district level. Meanwhile, Participant C expressed concerns, as “many districts are 

jamming students into classes and having [difficulty with] over-capacity as well as a growing 

number of students with diverse learning needs. It is important that these specialists and EAs be 

present to support student growth.” Part of the focus group discussion established that 

occasionally, if districts are short-staffed with specialist teachers, underqualified applicants may 

be posted into these highly specialized roles. It is important to consider that while there may be 

individuals in these roles, they are not always experts of their field due to staffing shortages. The 

shift in specialized personnel has changed dramatically over time. Participant D outlined this by 

stating: 
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When I first started my career, my district had specialist teachers (for deaf and hard of 

hearing, vision, autism specialists, for a variety of neurodivergent students), and I have a 

hard time when we discuss inclusion when we don’t provide necessarily the supports 

these students require to actually meet those challenges. So, I miss those specialist 

teachers because we can’t all be experts in all these different fields, and I think the 

expectation that we [CT] can meet individual needs all of the time is quite challenging. 

Based on this discussion, I chose to poll the focus group participants asking, “which of you have 

access to specialist teachers when you need them?” and only one participant raised their hand 

stating they had an expert on “social/emotional support” available, but no other. Participant E 

summarized this discussion topic with a statement of “it sounds like we are all talking about the 

same thing, we need more adults in the building to support students… the needs of students 

today are just at a point where it is beyond one person being in the classroom; we need more 

EAs, specialists and mental health professionals.” 

Educational Assistants (EAs). The reliance on educational assistants (EAs) to meet the 

needs of our most vulnerable students is systemic. Each participant, at one point or another 

during the focus group discussion, mentioned the dire need of more EA support. Participant A 

stated “having consistent EA support for those students that have IEPs for behaviour and 

academic [challenges]” is integral to whole-class participation. Participant B concurred, 

establishing that “EAs [need] to support students with designations during classes.” Participant D 

outlined the importance of EA support by expressing “in a perfect world, all kindergarten 

classrooms would have EA support and all students would have tools and resources they need to 

be successful.” During these discussions, both Participants A and B also brought forth the need 

for consistent EA support as imperative to student success as well. When dissected further, 
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participants agreed that this pertained to not only EAs with the background/content knowledge, 

but also those who had the necessary rapport with students to impact student growth and success.  

Resource Availability 

As established by survey data, 84% of respondents stated they did not have the necessary 

resources to support their students. To better meet the needs of students, greater resource 

allocation is required at all levels of school. To better align this deficit, the focus group 

participants discussed resource needs and themes around funding, technology availability and 

greater access to specialist staff arose. 

Funding. A lack of resources and funding have been detrimental to student learning for 

years (Engelbrecht & Savolainen, 2018). Funding from public districts, with regards to resource 

availability relates to the salary of EAs, the salary of specialist staff, access to technology and 

resources for learning as well as maintenance and upkeep. Although funding was indirectly 

mentioned by all participants in the focus group, one participant shared their unique experiences 

of the funding inequality they have seen within the province. This participant stated they moved 

districts over the summer and one of the discrepancies they noticed pertained to money made 

available to their department. They established “in my last school district we had 3 shop teachers 

and we had $4000 to split between the three of us. At my new school district, I have three times 

that much money available just for woodwork.” This teacher further elaborated that having 

access to additional funding made their life easier because it meant they did not need to spend 

time, attention and worry about asking for donations and for community support. Established in 

the BCTF Education Funding Brief (2022) in order to adjust budget spendings by schools, many 

positions, especially those required to meet the needs of our most vulnerable students, are being 

removed. 
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Technology. Technological resources relate to not only access for teachers to promote 

whole class learning activities, but individual devices that assist students with their personalized 

learning plans. Three participants in the focus group mentioned their personal experiences with 

technology in their classes. Participant F, for example, established that an advantage to using 

technology such as iPads, is that it can be used to supplement the need for a 1-on-1 EA, 

especially as it allows students to learn how to navigate their strengths independently. Participant 

C had a unique perspective:  

being a technology teacher, much of the resources that I require are expensive and often 

need to be replaced with time. To have all the tools at my disposal to assist a student is 

always required and helpful to better help find the best learning ‘fit’ for these students. 

This teacher had the opportunity to not only access but evaluate the appropriate technological 

tools for individual student success. Student IEP strategies were mentioned by three participants, 

as often “access to” certain types of technology are outlined in these documents, with little 

acknowledgement of how or where these resources will be made available to specific students. 

For example, Participant A stated technological resources were often shared between classes and 

that “many students require a scribe or an alternative way to explain their thinking. [However] a 

CT is not [always] able to sit and scribe for one student while others need help with classwork.” 

Participant F concurred and expressed a greater need for “resources to help my students [such as] 

a free field system, iPads and EAs…[as] I have many undiagnosed students requiring a lot of 

support in my class.” It was further established that teachers often feel as though they are not 

capable of providing certain recommendations outlined in IEPs due to resource availability. The 

disparity among technology and technology-related resources for students have led to the 

deterioration of supporting certain student needs (Cavendish et al., 2021). 



FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSE CLASSROOM COMPOSITIONS 120 

Support Staff. In correlation with supporting student learning, specialist staff was 

identified as a resource gap by all focus group participants. This pertained not only to regular 

access to specialized staff, but meaningful long-term support of student growth. Participant A, 

established that “specialist teachers/intervention specialists to support students who are low in 

reading, writing and math need to meet students more frequently.” The frequency with which 

students access support is imperative to their success. There is a direct correlation between 

longer and more frequent intervention opportunity and academic growth (Besic et al., 2017). 

Participant B expressed that “with consistent funding across districts and schools, students can be 

socially and emotional supported by expert teachers.” The disproportionate access to trained 

specialist professionals impacts teachers at every level. Participant D elaborated on this: 

unfortunately at my grade level (kindergarten), and I have been told this, I am a ‘record 

keeper’ so the kids that are throwing desks and chairs and screaming, hitting and biting 

and doing all these things, unless they are leaving [physically leaving the classroom], we 

do not get support for them because they do not have a designation and it is a year-long 

wait for them to get into see a pediatrician to even begin the process. 

The lack of trained specialist teachers not only impacts the accessibility of students receiving 

support, but early intervention helps identify these students who require interventions so entire 

classes are supported. Lastly, Participant F stated they “see that the needs of diverse learners 

have been left up to the classroom teacher because there is no one else.” Further, “more trained 

personnel would ease my worries and burden a lot.” As established, the additional workload and 

lack of supports available have caused unprecedented teacher stress, leading to increased teacher 

burnout (Emery & Vanderberg, 2010; Jennett, et al., 2003). This sentiment clearly establishes the 

cumbersome duties each classroom teacher is responsible for managing. 
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Meeting Student Needs 

The final focus group discussion topic addressed how teachers see meeting the needs of 

students, as much of our discussion placed emphasis on the daunting job description of 

contemporary classroom teachers. Unequivocally, each participant expressed the need for a shift 

in classroom dynamics to move away from an individual teacher’s responsibility to a more team-

oriented approach. 

Team Oriented Approach. Every participant in the focus group stated that schools and 

districts could be doing a better job of creating a team-oriented community where teachers work 

together to meet the needs of students. With the increasing need for specialist teachers, 

administrative support and EAs, a more encompassing approach is required to meet the needs of 

our learners today. We are in a “team-oriented system. Teachers need to speak with other 

teachers, for we all have different ways in which we teach our students” was elegantly 

established by Participant C. They continued “I believe that ultimately it is up to the teacher to 

meet the needs of that student, but it is a shared responsibility amongst all teachers.” They 

established this would better meet student needs, as “talking to each other and seeing what is and 

isn’t working for a particular student is incredibly helpful for we can focus on what ‘wins’ we’re 

noticing so that we’re able to adopt them into other classroom environments.” Further, 

Participant F outlined: 

I see that the needs of diverse learners have been left up to the classroom teacher... 

However, classroom teachers cannot support the needs of their students effectively in the 

current system. No matter how trauma informed, SEL trained, Indigenous aware, special 

education informed we are, we cannot meet all the needs as one person. Remediation, 
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OT, PT, speech, social skill development, etc. will need to be provided by other people. 

This doesn't even address the strong/gifted students needs, or the neurotypical students. 

The expectation that one classroom teacher must become an expert on the magnitude of varying 

learning needs seen in contemporary classrooms is daunting. Participant D summarized this by 

stating that:  

Meeting the needs, in my opinion, must be a team-oriented issue. It is a massive task for 

one individual. There is currently too much being placed on individual generalist teachers 

who must do significant research and experimentation for diverse learners, especially 

those early on in their career who have not yet experienced the wide variety of diversity 

out there and so do not have a wide variety of tools to pull from. 

The turnover and burn out rates among teachers have been exasperated in the past five years, and 

this attrition can be directly correlated with the challenging demographics of contemporary 

classrooms (Emery & Vanderberg, 2010). Finally, Participant E voiced a sentiment that seemed 

to be in congruence with the others; “no one person can master everything. It’s just not possible. 

Especially with all the learning needs we are seeing now adays with cell phones, parents not 

supporting students with serious needs. I feel like we’re fighting a losing game.” 

Systemic Approach. As inclusion, in and of itself is a systemic process to facilitate 

learning for all students (Waitoller & Artiles, 2013), there is an inherent need for an adjustment 

to take place in B.C.’s education system. Greater emphasis must be placed on a systemic 

approach, to develop a more sustainable way in which teachers can work together to meet their 

individual student needs collaboratively with experts. Unfortunately, based on focus group data, 

each respondent spoke to a lack systemic organization to promote student learning within their 

schools and districts. Participant F stated, “it would be good for a school system to have a 
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systemic program to support teachers. However, this can’t be UDL in the classroom only... even 

UDL [alone] can’t fix it all.” In conversation about UDL, Participant C expressed they “think 

it’d be more important to have something far more universal in regard to a district initiative” to 

promote both ways to systemically approach student learning and prevent an impossible list of 

responsibilities from falling onto the classroom teachers’ shoulders. “Having systemic 

approaches are a good way to help develop learning [programs such as] in reading, writing and 

math” was established by Participant A, when queried about ways to support student learning. 

Throughout focus group discussions, emphasis was placed on the need for administrative support 

for any systemic approach to be successful. Further, it was established that this systemic learning 

should consist of consistent training, upkeep and buy-in from all stakeholders.   

Conclusion 

According to both survey data and focus group discussions, British Columbia public 

school educators are currently feeling relatively comfortable and prepared to meet the needs of 

their diverse class compositions. Based on in-depth analysis of responses from both data sets, 

with regards to initial teacher training as well as additional professional learning programs 

available for educators, teachers have a plethora of opportunities to learn how to better meet 

student needs. Although teachers reported they were not being explicitly taught techniques to 

support the diverse developmental, academic, social-emotional, cultural, and linguistic needs that 

are prevalent in contemporary classes, this formal training has provided individuals with a strong 

foundation. Many teachers independently participated in additional training in attempt to rectify 

the gaps from their initial educational programming, however these are not systemic in nature. It 

can be stated, based on both survey data and focus group discussions, that there remains a greater 

need for a systemic approach to in-service and professional development (PD) opportunities to 
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support the diverse needs in contemporary classrooms. Furthermore, for professional learning to 

be meaningful, relevant, and successful in supporting the needs of all learners, there must be 

greater emphasis placed on a systemic approach to this training. All stakeholders in the education 

system must place emphasis on collaborating to support a systemic approach to provide students 

with the tools to be successful at school. 

Along with a revision of school- or district-level learning opportunities, greater emphasis 

is required to meet the needs of students. Based on survey and focus group discussion, teachers 

are not feeling supported in meeting the needs of their diverse learners. Therefore, additional 

resources are needed to better support teachers in supporting student learning. Resources in terms 

of not only specialized educational staff (including EAs) but technology and manipulatives 

which foster growth among student populations. A key component of data collected, was that 

greater emphasis must be placed on employing specialist educators to work with teachers in the 

classroom to support student academic growth. In order for there to be a shift in providing 

students with the support they require, it is integral to create learning communities with a team-

oriented approach.  These program-wide initiatives, however, require all stakeholders to be 

adequately trained and have consistent access to trained specialist professionals.  
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Chapter 5 – Discussion and Conclusions 

Study Summary 

In pursuit of learning about the experiences of British Columbia public school teachers as 

they pertain to their diverse classroom compositions, this study employed an explanatory 

sequential mixed methods design. Quantitative data collected, via an online survey, was analyzed 

in order to identify prevalent themes to further explore within qualitative focus group 

discussions. Fifty-five B.C. public school teachers volunteered to complete this survey, with 

seven, representative of teachers currently employed in public classrooms from kindergarten to 

grade 12, further engaged in a focus group discussion. Participants were queried regarding their 

personal and professional learning, through analysis of initial teaching programs and professional 

development opportunities; the demographic makeup of their classes, as they relate to student 

achievement, class size, and compositions regarding cultural, linguistic, and academic variations; 

and current experiences relating to district and school support, resource availability and systemic 

programs. Questions surrounding impediments to teacher comfort and preparedness levels were 

informed by previous research, outlined in the literature review, and aided in determining teacher 

experiences. Integrating a phenomenological approach, whereby teacher experiences in 

contemporary classrooms were explored through shared experiences, further assisted in 

identifying these perceptions. 

 
Discussion of Findings 

Teacher Learning 

According to studies read during the literature review phase of this paper, emphasis was 

placed upon teacher education programs ineffectively meeting the needs of future teachers due to 

everchanging classroom compositions (McCrimmon, 2015; Sokal & Katz, 2015; Smith & Smith, 
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2000). Thirteen dichotomous questions were asked during the quantitative aspect of this study 

pertaining explicitly to teachers’ personal experiences of their initial educational programming. 

Only 9% of survey respondents stated additional teacher training would allow them to better 

meet the needs of their students, as established based on comments made on open-ended 

questions, as well as dichotomous results. It therefore became imperative to address teacher 

learning during the focus group aspect of the study. Through this discussion, however, rather 

than distinguishing between pre-service learning and in-service or professional development 

learning, significance lay more thoroughly towards the types of learning being provided to 

teachers. The consensus was that meaningful learning, which had the greatest impact on student 

development, was relevant, taught by professionals in a given field, collaborative, reflective and 

ongoing.  

Aligning with Cavendish et al. (2021), Morgan et al. (2022), and Petrie and McGee 

(2012), there remains consistent requirements for teachers to engage in meaningful learning that 

will ultimately impact their practice. In order for this to be the most conducive to support student 

needs, professional learning must be applicable; it must be relevant and ready to implement 

immediately into a specific classroom setting (Chu et al., 2020). It was additionally noted during 

focus group discussions that learning from trained experts in a specific field greatly impacted 

teacher practice, as these experts’ “provided strategies with rationale”, which caused teachers to 

become better informed about their practice. Concurring with Veldhuis and van den Heuvel-

Panhuizen (2020), meaningful learning can have the greatest benefits for student learning, if it is 

done collaboratively with colleagues in a reflective manner; both aspects addressed during focus 

group discussions. A focus group participant, for example, stated one of the most meaningful 

strategies they implemented was “game-based learning” as it promoted a collaborative and 
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exciting way to reach all students. They further established “how helpful it can be [when used] 

for social emotional learning,” as upon reflection, they realized this form of learning allowed for 

content to be more accessible for all students. As addressed by Katz (2013), teachers must be 

willing to reflect upon their own practices and beliefs to grow professionally. The length of time 

a professional spends learning was also noted during focus group discussions. Florian (2012) 

established that initial teacher programs are too short to provide educators with opportunities to 

learn about “every type of challenge or difficulty they might meet in their professional lives” (p. 

277). Additionally, both Huai et al. (2006) and Petrie and McGee (2012) stated that for long-term 

shifts to take place, new routines and habits must form, and this happens best with repetition and 

collaboration.  

Although initial teacher training should ideally provide future educators with explicit 

strategies to assist students who are struggling, open-ended comments from survey participants 

as well as focus group discussions, primarily focused on all aspects of teacher learning. A topic 

established during focus group conversations outlined the necessity for rapport and relational 

learning to promote student academic success. Though emphasis on this was established by 

Barber and Mourshed (2007), Crawford and Torgesen (2006), Hattie (2009), Myrberg (2007), 

and Pressley (2006), it was interesting to note that over half of focus group participants found 

this to be an integral aspect of teacher learning. Participant C from the focus group, for example, 

stated that they would appreciate being provided with “a greater opportunity to work more one-

on-one with students who require it” which builds upon relational-based teaching practices. It 

was evident that focus group participants were authentically invested in not only their own 

learning, but in aiding and promoting individual student growth and achievement. Established by 

Kalyva et al. (2007), positive teacher attitude is integral for a success of all students. The 
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professional learning opportunities most influential on student success, then, arise when 

educators learn strategies that align with their personal educational philosophy of student 

learning. It is important that professional learning be relevant to current classroom dynamics and 

provide explicit instructions on fostering academic growth. A comment made by a music 

specialist on the survey expressed that “seeing all the students in a school (or 2+ schools) for 

only 30 minutes at a time, means it takes quite a few months before I know them and their 

classroom dynamics.” This exemplified the necessity in understanding class dynamics to 

determine applicable professional learning to better meet student needs. Not only does this 

professional learning need to be impactful for the teacher participating in the professional 

development, but systemic acquisition is integral in fostering an inclusive, safe, and caring 

school climate.   

Greater Supports to Meet Student Needs 
 

The idea of inclusion has changed alongside our student demographics in that teachers 

are expected to meet the needs of students with varying linguistic, cultural and developmental 

needs, not simply those viewed with learning difficulties (Morgan, 2014). Initially viewed as 

encompassing students with individualized educational programs (IEPs), this shift is more 

comprehensive and now includes all students that require additional support in social, emotional, 

behavioural, or academic areas (Waitoller & Artiles, 2013). As all students have a legal right to 

attend a school within their catchment and receive the same high-quality education, inclusionary 

practices are required to become more diverse to meet the needs of students in contemporary 

classrooms (Education Act, 1996). 

Survey responses and focus group discussions established that greater supports are 

required to meet student needs in the classroom. Krueger et al. (2002), established that it was not 
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class size which negatively correlated with student performance, but composition within these 

classrooms (Edyburn & Edyburn, 2020). Further, Burns and Mason (2016) and Connor et al., 

(2004) contended the composition within classrooms dictated teacher perceived comfort and 

preparedness levels. “Specialist teachers are able to provide supports, suggestions, tools and 

training to support students with diverse needs” and “would have more knowledge and expertise 

to draw on for addressing those specific needs” as stated by Participant D. Academic, 

behavioural, social and emotional needs within contemporary classrooms require addressing, 

specifically with early intervention, to better support student success. Unfortunately, however, 

this necessity stems from a lack of funding to provide resources such as specialist teachers, EAs 

and tools to assist student learning.  

Outlined by Engelbrecht and Savolainen (2018), a lack of funding, and ultimately 

resources, has detrimental effects on student learning. Mentioned consistently both within survey 

results and focus group discussions, early intervention is mandatory to provide appropriate 

systemic support to all students. One survey respondent, for example, stated that “early 

intervention and designation of students” was integral to providing them with “resources and 

adaptations to help students learn.” It is imperative that resources become available for students 

to be assessed in a timely manner to allow for more strategies to be put in place for these 

students to experience academic success (Morgan, 2014; Ross et al., 1995; Tjernberg & Mattson, 

2014). The classroom teacher’s position to differentiate for all students is increasingly more 

complex when supports are not in place to assist educators with planning how to best meet the 

needs of their students. Many survey participants responded to open-ended questions stating 

there was a lack of support for all students, especially regarding those who have not yet received 

ministry designations. One survey participant’s response, for example, stated: 
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Kindergarten students often come in without designations and part of the teacher's job 

becomes identifying the students who need to be designated and starting the long process 

that leads to it, but in the meantime, we have no funding for support. This often puts us in 

an impossible position where we try to be classroom teachers, EAs, and resource teachers 

all in one. Requests for more support are often met with "we don't have funding for that 

student", even if the student requires 1:1 support. Too much is based on the designation, 

but students often aren't designated until grade 2 or 3. This needs to be done differently. 

Survey data further established that 70% of participants have three or more students in one class 

with IEPs, however only 18% stated they received training in how to read and implement 

strategies from IEPs. Therefore, additional training is required to better inform educators how to 

best meet their student needs and funding to provide early interventions are integral for student 

success. Further, systemic documentation and application of these supports provided for 

individual students is imperative to their long-term academic success (Horn & Jones, 2004; 

Kilgo, 2006; Ross et al., 1995). 

In addition to the necessary early intervention, additional supports in the way of resources 

such as specialist teachers, EAs and physical tools inclusive of technology or manipulatives, are 

essential for student success. Although having resources in place to support students is typically 

organized at a school- or district-level, deficits in all these areas were mentioned consistently 

both within the survey (84% of respondents) and focus group data (100% of participants). 

Specialist roles within the school, such as counsellors, support teachers, OT specialists, 

psychologists, etc. are employed by districts, and currently, there are not enough staff to meet the 

needs of students across all schools. As mentioned in the focus group discussion, with a shortage 

of trained specialist teachers, many classroom teachers are struggling to “access outside 
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programs and supports … [as they do not have] the expertise to draw on for addressing the 

specific needs in classrooms.” Besic et al. (2017) established that a lack of access to specialized 

educators is a prominent barrier to student success in inclusive classrooms.  Further, EAs have an 

integral role within our education system, often assisting students with the most challenging 

behaviours, emotional dysregulation, and academic struggles (WorkBC, 2022). When surveyed, 

however, only 45% of respondents stated they had an EA in their classroom for more than one 

hour during an academic day. For a classroom to run effectively, to meet the needs of our various 

learners, EAs and specialists must be present to support the work of classroom teachers 

(Carrington et al., 2016; Ely, 2013). Unfortunately, EA and specialist employment is dictated by 

funding and academic need, which is identified through the ministry designations and 

documentation of IEPs (Hoyano et al., 2012). One survey participant, for example, exasperated 

that schools require “more funding, more resources, more psycho-educational testing/assessment, 

more mental health services for students and teachers, more funding for EAs, [and schools need 

to] identify student learning differences early.” A lack of specialist professionals and EA support 

in a classroom has gross impacts on a classroom dynamic. It places all learner outcomes onto the 

classroom teacher, which will hinder the ability for all students to learn (Cavendish et al., 2021). 

Classroom teachers are already inundated with preparing lessons, differentiating to ensure all 

learners can be successful, providing meaningful feedback for academic growth and consulting 

with students individually to ensure their needs are being met (Chu et al., 2020). One focus 

group member elaborated on this point, stating “as most classroom teachers do not have the 

support of a community, … too much is being placed on classroom teachers.” Without 

appropriate support, classroom teachers are unable to meet the needs of all their learners. 
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Differentiation takes time to implement properly. Without access to resources and 

specialists, teachers are not able to plan and execute lessons to best meet the needs of their 

learners (Cavendish et al., 2021). Participant E elaborated on this increasingly difficult 

responsibility, by expressing, “specialist teachers and EAs are needed, but the inclusion model 

itself needs to be looked at and re-evaluated to ensure we are providing all students with equal 

opportunities to learn.” Further, when survey respondents were asked which topics, they felt 

should be given greater priority during initial teacher programming, 32% of respondents 

mentioned differentiation. Additional specialist staff are required in every school, to meet the 

needs of learners. It is to the student’s detriment if they are not being provided with opportunities 

to learn and demonstrate their learning though their strengths, which can be showcased through 

differentiation techniques (Lawrence-Brown, 2004). One survey participant stated that 

“differentiation has stayed with me, my whole career because it’s a more fun way to teach and 

teach to the most learners. It also allows for meaningful assessment of formative learning.” A 

strength-based approach views situations realistically, however “looks for opportunities to 

complement and support existing strengths and capacities as opposed to focusing on, and staying 

with, the problem or concern” (Smith, 2012, para.11). Participant D elaborated upon this, by 

establishing, “I miss those specialist teachers because we can’t all be experts in all these different 

fields, and I think the expectation that we [classroom teachers] can meet individual needs all of 

the time is quite challenging.” Academic success varies from person to person, and it is integral 

for educators to provide all students with the capacity to demonstrate their comprehension in 

ways in which motivate and instill positive outcomes (Cavendish et al., 2021; Florian, 2012; 

Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014). This responsibility, however, is placed upon the classroom teacher, 
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and when specialists are unavailable, and without appropriate funding and resources, this 

becomes impossible to implement.  

Systemic Approaches 

Systemic professional development is the most powerful way in which to bring about 

change in a school or district. The cumulative effects of professional development have a 

maximum impact upon teaching practices and student performance when whole schools work 

together with one another to design plans to help students succeed (Bellanca, 1995; Gast et al., 

2017; Knight, 2002). This study looked specifically at Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and 

Response to Intervention (RTI), both of which were reported to have not been successfully 

implemented in any school or district by any survey or focus group participant. Administrators 

are required to support collaborative cultures within their schools to enhance the system’s overall 

capacity (King, 2016). For any systemic learning to be successful, it must be systemically 

integrated into a school culture (Morgan et al., 2022). Participant F, for example, stated that “it 

would be good for a school system to have a systemic program in place to support 

teachers…[and] a more systemic approach is needed to meet the needs of students.” Teachers 

require meaningful and ongoing training while administrators need to ensure it is well-developed 

and embedded throughout the school climate (King, 2016; Knight, 2002). It is evident, based on 

survey data, that most schools and districts do not have a systemic approach to learning, whether 

it be UDL, RTI or any diversity training. Providing district wide training would create cohesion 

in understanding not only for staff but for students from school to school as well. Unfortunately, 

meaningful professional collaboration requires systemic and school support, which is often not 

sustained long term (Kershner, 2014; Travers et al., 2010). If not adequately trained, 

implemented and executed appropriately, initiatives will not be successful (Gast et al., 2017). 
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Aligning with Cavendish et al. (2021) and Velduis and van del Heuvel-Panhuizen (2020) 

professional learning must be systemic and embedded within a school culture to be meaningful. 

To be effective, it requires all stakeholders of a school community to participate in programs and 

reflect upon their teaching practices (VanDerHeyden et al., 2007).  Teachers, administrators, and 

specialists within the district are all required to have the same understanding, training, and 

commitment to allow for students to benefit and thrive from this framework (Velduis & van del 

Heuvel-Panhuizen, 2020). A comment from survey data expressed “it would be good for a 

school system to have a systemic program to support teachers.” As this impactful statement 

required additional analysis, questions were posed to the focus group about ways to better 

support teachers to provide greater support for student learning. Each focus group participant 

established that meeting the needs of diverse learners must become a team-oriented process, 

whereby classroom teachers are no longer solely responsible for meeting the needs of each of 

their learners. As elaborated upon by Participant B, “learning more about supporting our diverse 

learners would be more important…at school PD days” as time to learn strategies to support 

learning is imperative to the success of our students. Meeting the needs of diverse learners must 

become a collaborative effort where a team works in conjunction to create a community where 

all learners feel supported. Statements such as “it is too massive a task for one individual” and 

“there is much too much placed on individual generalist teachers who must do significant 

research and experimentation for diverse learners” exemplify the dire need for educational 

reforms to incorporate greater funding to hire more specialists to meet the needs of students. 

There is a distinct correlation between stress, time pressure, work overload and teacher burnout 

(Hakanen et al., 2006; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2008). The importance of school management and 
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various leaders in promoting systemic shifts remains fundamental in adjusting systems to be 

more inclusive of student needs (Gómez-Hurtado, et al., 2021). 

Recommendations for Schools and Districts to Implement 
 

Based on the results from this study, four recommendations for British Columbia school 

districts have been established. These are outlined below: 

1. Early Intervention of Students - in order to better meet student needs, a greater focus 

on early intervention for students requiring additional support to be successful at 

school is mandatory. The importance of positive emotional and instructional 

experiences within the early years of school, specifically for those children who 

might be at risk of school failure, is integral for their academic success (Hamre & 

Pianta, 2001). This was one of eight topics identified by survey participants as being 

mandatory to support long term student achievement. Further, it was mentioned by 

two focus group participants, specifically, as it directly correlates to ministry 

designations which dictate funding for EA and specialist support. Besic et al. (2017) 

established a direct correlation between longer and more frequent intervention 

opportunities with academic growth, which is most supported with early 

interventions. 

2. Employing and Training Specialist Staff - having trained specialists on staff to assist 

and work with teachers and EAs to develop programs to ensure appropriate 

programming for individual students is integral to their success. One of the greatest 

barriers facing teachers of diverse classrooms, is a lack of specialist supports 

(Cavendish et al., 2021). 54% of survey respondents stated the number one support 

they require to meet their student needs, was access to specialists and expert staff 
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members. Inconsistent access or a lack of access to these specialist educators have 

been identified as one of the greatest barriers to supporting students in inclusive 

classrooms (Besic et al., 2017; Ely, 2013). 100% of focus group respondents 

discussed appropriate access to supports as being imperative for bettering their 

practice and meeting student needs. Reinforced by Brennan et al. (2021), regardless 

of teacher professional learning, access to specialist educators to collaborate and 

facilitate individual student success was imperative for student success. 

3. Ongoing Training on Inclusive Practices - with prevalent data outlining the variations 

among student demographics, it is essential that teachers and school staff be trained in 

appropriate inclusive practices to better meet the needs of students (Brennan et al., 

2021; Dulfer et al., 2021; Florian, 2012; Tjernberg & Mattson, 2014). Although 76% 

of survey participants were exposed to inclusion, special education or diversity 

training during their initial teacher training programs; deficits remain stifling as they 

pertain to meeting the needs of students struggling with behavioural and 

social/emotional concerns. Further, survey data identified increased systemic training 

was required on behaviour management, English language learning strategies as well 

as culturally relevant pedagogy to support multicultural education. Additional 

systemic training on inclusive practices are integral to promoting a positive, safe and 

caring school culture. Brennen et al. (2021) identified that the development of a 

culture conducive to supporting individual student needs, required a strong school 

leader commitment. In addition to having all stakeholders committed to systemic 

learning, for inclusive practices to meet student needs, reflexivity must be embedded 

within this learning (Lunn Brownlee et al., 2019). Reflecting upon ones teaching 
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practices objectively is integral for professional learning to be effective. Established 

by Engseth (2018), self-reflection promotes humility regarding equity and inclusivity. 

When teachers are encouraged to engage in critical and reflective practices, their 

teaching practices have experienced the greatest shifts to support student learning 

(Florian & Linklater, 2010).  

4. Systemic Training - as many queries on the quantitative aspect of this study served as 

a baseline for teacher training, it was established based on both survey and focus 

group data that greater emphasis needs to be placed on a systemic approach to 

professional learning. Evident from survey data, as 60% of respondents held TQS 

Category 5+ or 6, is that teachers individually participate in additional training in 

order to better meet the needs of their students. 100% of focus group respondents 

spoke to additional professional learning outside of their initial teacher training, as 

being the most influential on their practice. Participant E stated, “I cannot see a 

reason why schools or districts would not benefit (and if not benefit, at least learn 

from) the implementation of a systemic approach.” Engaging in systemic learning 

allows for greater continuity and consistency for all staff and students, which 

ultimately leads to greater student support (Veldhuis & van den Heuvel-Panhuizen, 

2020). If professional learning becomes embedded as part of a school climate and is 

endorsed by all levels of a school community, teachers will be better supported to 

meet their students’ needs (Morgan et al., 2022).  

Suggestions for Further Research 

Considering a small sample size was used in this study, further research is needed to 

ensure an accurate representation of the data found. This can be exemplified with the Likert 
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question asking teachers to describe their level of comfort meeting the diverse needs of their 

students as only four participants (or 7%) identified they felt “not at all” or “only somewhat” 

comfortable when compared to the 26 participants (or 50%) felt “mostly” or “very” comfortable. 

A comparative study would be interesting here to determine if these results do mimic the 

perceptions of all teachers within the province. Comparing whether this level of comfort was due 

to training, whether it be during their initial teacher programming or job-embedded professional 

learning; school/district culture and systemic procedures; or supports, whether this be from 

specialists, EAs or available resources, would be a revealing study to conduct. It would also be 

interesting to compare results from rural communities to urban centers to determine if student 

population size and community learning impact the level of perceived comfort when meeting 

student needs. 

Additionally, conducting the same research at a time when both teachers are not in 

contract negotiations and the repercussions of a global pandemic are not at the forefront of 

educator’s minds, would provide a more well-rounded study. The lasting effects of the pandemic 

can be found reverberating through schools as British Columbia public schools closed their 

buildings from March to June 2020 and did not allow student cohorts to intermingle for the 

following academic year (2020-2021). The heightened social-emotional state during these 

turbulent times has gravely impacted the well-being of not only teachers but students as well. A 

focus around the well-being of teachers and students could be analyzed in greater depth, as 

outlined by researchers such as Allen et al. (2020), Donitsa-Schmidt & Ramot (2020), Farcourt 

et al. (2020), Gómez-Dominguez et al. (2022), Jones & Kessler (2020), Marek et al. (2021), 

Oppenheim (2020) and Pierce et al. (2020).  
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Study Limitations and Delimitations 

A mixed methods approach was used to a gain a more in depth understanding of teacher 

experiences as they pertain to the wide range of classroom compositions. Quantitative and 

qualitative data was compared to find thematic convergence and divergence. Quantitative data 

was analyzed, and all figures and tables were evaluated for validity and reliability. Discussion 

data was transcribed and re-read numerous times to ensure accuracy of interpretation, 

additionally, literature evidence was congruent in supporting identified themes. To mitigate any 

researcher bias, consistent reflection on personal influence within these interpretations was 

present, however limitations certainly may and do exist in the results of this study. 

First, and perhaps foremost, is the fact that data for this research study was collected 

using the social media platform, Facebook. Although this survey was posted to a “private group” 

which has a vetting process for subscribers, there is always a possibility that not all group 

members are indeed public educators in British Columbia or altruistic in nature. Although the 

administrators of this private Facebook group, which determines the participants ability to join 

the group, are both professionals working within the field, there is room for human error when 

identifying how this survey was promoted. 

Next, inherent of educational research is the probable limitation in interpretation of data 

on the part of the researcher. Not only was this the researcher’s first formal effort at obtaining 

both survey and focus group data, but the amount of data collected was substantial in terms of 

survey results, which could cause errors in thematic identification. Personal biases, based on the 

values held by the researcher, a support teacher with over thirteen years of experience, may have 

also impacted results here. 
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Additionally, the timing for this survey was not ideal, as The Provincial Collective 

Agreement between BCPSEA and the BCTF expired on June 30, 2022. This survey was posted 

online on October 16, 2022, renewed on October 25, 2022, and closed on November 5, 2022. As 

bargaining for a renewed Provincial Collective Agreement began on March 15, 2022, with the 

purpose of negotiating teacher workloads, the data from this survey was woven with topics being 

discussed at the bargaining table. Initially, two of the key objectives for this new agreement were 

a wage increase, stemming from mandatory additional work put upon teachers to meet the needs 

of students, and additional preparation time in attempts to rectify the increased time teachers are 

required to spend to meet their student’s needs. Regardless of whether working conditions or 

teacher/student supports were actually discussed at the bargaining table, these were issues 

brought forth by BCTF members, after the agreement expired. As a tentative agreement was 

reached on October 28, 2022, and the renewed Provincial Collective Agreement was ratified by 

both parties on November 30, 2022, survey topics, may have elicited specific reactions 

unintentionally. 

Further, considering this study centred around teacher perceptions and experiences, 

participant engagement held considerable weight in relation to findings. As the survey was 

established to have taken between 40 and 50 minutes to complete and participants who engaged 

in this survey, did this during their personal time, it is probable that only teachers who had a 

vested interested in this topic participated in the research. This means that there may be teachers 

whose opinions were not captured in this survey, which may better reflect a typical teacher’s 

experience. Further, participants may have had impulse reactions due to the timing of this survey 

and the afore mentioned Provincial Collective Agreement could have skewed results. This could 

have also altered results as participants may have responded based on what they believed the 



FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVERSE CLASSROOM COMPOSITIONS 141 

researcher wanted to conclude from evidence, rather than what they truly believed. Although the 

survey was administered anonymously to minimize these constraints, it is integral to 

acknowledge these possible limitations. Finally, as the quantitative survey consisted of sixty 

questions, ten of which were open-ended, teacher could have felt exhaustive by the number of 

responses, impacting the validity of data collected. As the survey was completed by teachers on 

their own time, outside of work, it is possible participants became less inspired to complete the 

entirety of the survey.  

Finally, it cannot go unnoticed that the sample size of survey respondents was small. Of 

the 49,000 public school teachers in British Columbia and 11,000 members of the private 

Facebook group where the survey was posted, only 55 teachers responded to the survey. 

Although recommended to have a sample size of 10%, this disproportionate number of 

individuals could have included outliers and anomalies which could have skewed results 

impacting the overall picture of results found within this study (Qualtrics, 2022). This premise 

leads to a recommendation for further future research. 

 
Conclusion 

The unwavering data that outlines the dire need for systemic change cannot go unnoticed. 

To better support student development, teachers require more from districts. Additional funding 

used to not only hire more specialist educators and EAs but provide technology and manipulative 

tools to promote individual student growth are at the core of supporting diverse learners. 

Teachers are feeling inundated to be the expert on a magnitude of topics to better meet the needs 

of students. Regardless of initial teacher training, systemic learning and early interventions are 

integral to the support of students.  Supported through the research conducted by Cavendish et al. 

(2021), Engelbrecht and Savolainen (2018) and Tjernberg & Mattson (2014), to name a few, it is 
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integral for educators to both feel supported and be provided with necessary supports to facilitate 

student growth. Given the purpose of this research was to learn about teacher experiences as they 

pertain to current classroom compositions in British Columbia, it is imperative that districts 

empower teachers by providing necessary resources to support teachers in meeting student 

needs.
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