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Abstract 

Inclusive education continues to be an area that creates passionate debate. Current research 

provides evidence that teachers generally endorse inclusion when appropriate resources are 

provided. Other research shows that teachers are recognized to have the most understanding of 

the needs of their classrooms, and are the most important factor when an effort to implement 

improvement in professional practice is pursued. However, literature also points to a gap 

between research and practice to meet the diverse needs of today’s classrooms. This is generally 

found where teachers are requested to apply what worked in a context that is alien to their reality 

and likely results in unsuccessful implementation, if implemented at all. Current research was 

reviewed in the area of special-education, inclusion, professional development, stress, burnout 

and strengths-based reflective practices. There was a dearth of educator-focused, strengths-based 

professional developmental tools that could be immediately utilized and customized by growth-

minded educators to their own needs. This applied project is strengths-based and focuses on 

deep, thoughtful personal reflection to improve personal job-satisfaction. The purpose of this 

project is to broaden professional practices towards including all students with the values of 

shared leadership, co-constructed decision making and collaboration in mind. 

 
 

Keywords: inclusion, strengths-based, reflective practice, teachers, positive emotions, 
exclusion, resiliency, pedagogy, professional development, personal growth, self-efficacy, 
collective-efficacy 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The recently updated British Columbia Ministry of Education Special Education 

Services: A Manual of Policies, Procedures, and Guidelines (2016) includes a definition of 

inclusion: 

Inclusion is the principle that all students are entitled to equitable access to learning, 

achievement, and the pursuit of excellence in all aspects of their education. The practice 

of inclusion is not necessarily synonymous with integration and goes beyond placement 

to include meaningful participation and the promotion of interaction with others. (p.5) 

The importance placed on inclusion is also found in the most recent Memorandum of 

Agreement between the government of B.C. and the British Columbia’s Teachers Federation 

(2017): 

1. All students are entitled to equitable access to learning, achievement and the pursuit 

of excellence in all aspects of their education. The provincial parties are committed to 

providing all students with special needs with an inclusive learning environment 

which provides an opportunity for meaningful participation and the promotion of 

interaction with others. (p.2) 

Sokal and Katz (2015; as retrieved from Inclusive Education Canada, n.d.) use this 

definition: “Inclusive education means that all students attend and are welcomed by their 

neighborhood schools in age-appropriate, regular classes and are supported to learn, contribute 

and participate in all aspects of the life of the school.”  

Recent educational reform efforts have been around the topic of inclusive education. In 

B.C., organizations such The Family Institute of BC and British Columbia Council of 
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Administrators of Special Education have hosted three-day conferences exploring how to weave 

inclusive pedagogy throughout a school. There are offerings of summer professional 

development opportunities, similar to the University of British Columbia’s “2017 Alumni’s 

Choice Summer Institute: Teaching to Diversity – UDL and the New BC Curriculum.” 

Additionally, school districts host staff in-services facilitated by research practitioners, experts in 

the field of special-needs education, and advocates of including ‘all’ students. 

As the awareness and importance of inclusive pedagogy and practice seems to be a 

priority at present, it would seem inclusion would be the focus in local school districts, embraced 

by district staff and promoted in local schools. In-services and professional development might 

explore the questions such as what do we mean when we use the term “inclusive” in our schools? 

What does “meaningful participation and the promotion of interaction with others” look like in 

our schools? How do we demonstrate that we are authentic ‘inclusive’ teachers in “all aspects” of 

our students’ education? How are we ensuring that all students are supported, contributing and 

participating “in all aspects of the life of our school?” These questions are problems that the 

policy statements, conferences, and guest researchers and speakers can help clarify, but not 

solve.  

Statement of purpose 

The purpose of this project is to provide educators a practical guidebook that offers 

strengths-based reflection as a tool to improve teaching practices and broaden inclusion efforts 

for special-needs students.  

Inclusion is a school-wide (one might suggest societal) concern but cannot be achieved 

without the educators’ desire to implement it. The most effective people in defining and 

designing an improved inclusive climate at a school are the individual teacher and the collective 
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staff (Ainscow & Miles, 2008; Mullholland & O’Connor, 2016; Sellars, 2012). With this in 

mind, the guiding theoretical framework for this project will be strengths-based reflective 

practice (Ghaye, 2011). Teachers also believe students will be better served by professionals who 

have autonomy over their professional development in order to meet student learning needs more 

effectively (Beauchamp et al., 2014). Individual or groups of teachers reflecting on strengths, 

values, and examining present practices can lead to improved teaching, and learning (Ghaye 

2011, Di Gennaro, Pace, Zollo, & Aiello, 2014).  

Personal context 

In today’s classrooms, needs are profoundly diverse. Working with a team of teachers 

who want to share engaging and meaningful learning experiences with all students is not 

uncommon. The biggest challenge that the school staff may describe throughout the school year 

is how to do this.  

The resiliency and confidence of teachers can be tested regularly. School teachers are 

presented with the effects of complex societal issues each day; child poverty, parent under-

employment, generational trauma are not official designations of ‘special needs’ yet add 

significant pressure on diverse class compositions. The combination of designated special-needs 

students who require Individual Education Plans (IEPs) and the additional support needs of the 

‘at-risk’ students can feel overwhelming to teachers. Teachers may express opinions and 

viewpoints that the additional needs of the students exceed their capacities and that there are not 

enough resources put in place in their classrooms. These are similar to feelings expressed by 

teachers in many studies (Bruggink, Goei & Koot, 2016; Oja, 2001; Tait, 2008; Thompson, 

Lyons & Timmons, 2015). 

Prior to the beginning of each year, a thoughtful effort is made to group students into 
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classes with the hope that the class makeup is the best-fit for the students. This is done with the 

intent of creating a classroom composition that makes academic and social sense for the needs of 

the students. Additionally, it is hoped that this will provide for the most effective deployment of 

support staff for students with designated special needs. Despite the effort, this does not seem to 

be the solution. Each year, the diverse and complex collection of students with additional support 

needs may be a cause of teacher stress as they try to figure out what works for their present 

situation. One of the attempts to address this complex composition is by creating ability 

groupings of students and to rely upon alternate settings or ‘exclusionary’ practices. As Florian 

and Spratt (2013) express, we begin to adopt the deterministic view that “inclusion should not 

interfere with the efficient education of others” (p. 121). 

Previous practice was to use learning assistance teachers as interventionists who would 

pull out students who were unable to learn because the classroom lessons were beyond their 

ability, had a designated special need, or it may have been part of their IEP. In the context of the 

deficit model, the special education (learning assistance and resource) teachers are to fix the 

student, or remedy their situation, if possible. Presently, it may be that supporting teachers are a 

form of respite for teachers. It may be easier to send the student to the resource room due to 

perceptions of a dearth of student supports, classroom resources, or perhaps confidence to 

effectively run classrooms when this student is present.  

Statement of the problem 

Groups of ability levelled students are established and parade out the door for their ability 

grouped lessons while the rest of the students who are able, remain and receive the teacher's 

lesson. Inadvertently, there may be identification of some students as needing something 

different from the rest of the group. 
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In another attempt to address the diverse learning abilities, teachers might address 

students’ learning difficulties with adaptations and accommodations that also identify them 

within the classroom as needing something different. For instance, an audio book is given to the 

student who cannot read the words in the novel or is provided a scribe where written output is 

challenging. These are not inherently negative accommodations for students, but may portray 

specific students as different and in need of extra supports while the rest of the class does not 

have the same opportunity – often due to the lack of available resources -- to utilize those same 

supports. Some students receive extra support while others are denied the same services. Efforts 

to connect students to curriculum results in their placement on the peripheral, or excluded, from 

the rest of the class as described in Giangreco (2010). 

This could be how an ‘exclusive’ school environment is created (Razer and Friedman, 

2017). Inadvertently, or perhaps by design, an assumption that a student’s special needs 

designation or set of life circumstances indicates limited achievement and potential. Additionally, 

the narrative teachers may believe is that the presence of special needs students may limit the 

progress of the others. It is very difficult to feel confident when immersed and feeling alone in a 

classroom that has such profound and challenging needs. Teachers can find themselves planning 

for the ‘bell-curve’ classroom (Fendler & Muzaffar, 2008). This kind of planning may result in 

focusing on what only some of the students can do. ‘Bell-curve’ planning does not consider the 

inclusion of ‘all’ students. It is considered by some to be a very deterministic view that aligns 

with Fendler and Muzaffar (2008) who describe this as a belief that it is possible to accurately 

quantify students’ potential based on the student score on an I.Q. test.   

From a social justice perspective, although the classroom is imagined as a place where all 

students engage in meaningful learning experiences with their peers, many students are left out. 
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Through no ill-intent, lessons are planned for the majority of the students, then attempts to adapt 

or accommodate for the ‘others’ are made by what Giangreco (2010) terms as ‘retrofitting’ 

practices. In this situation, efforts to differentiate instruction to meet the diverse needs of 

difficult-to-teach students only serve to highlight their differences and establish an unintended 

marginalized group of students. 

When teachers have a difficult learning environment, it may be felt that the demands of 

the job exceed the resources provided. Moreover, when teachers do not feel they have control or 

support, they will likely experience job stress and possibly burnout (Kyriacou, 2001). Razer et al. 

(2017) state “educators who work with excluded children themselves feel excluded” (p. 3). 

Teachers need to feel confident that they have the ability to meet the needs of every 

student in today’s diverse classes. When ability groupings are created, teachers may be assuming 

one or both of the following: 

1. The student has deficiencies which accounts for why they are unable to learn even 

though adaptations and accommodations are provided (Forlin, 2001). 

2. Due to a lack of teaching proficiency or resources, teachers are unable to meet the 

learning needs of the student (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011). 

Rationale for creating the product 

Through this project, it is hoped that teachers are able to make a move towards realizing, 

as Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) point out, where deficiencies exist, it is up to teachers, 

school, and district to work together to come up with a way to help students learn. Teachers need 

to accept that they are the most important person in the student’s life (de Boer, Pijl & Minnaert, 

2011; Sellars, 2012) and need to advocate for the holistic development of the individual and the 

collective class. To improve effective inclusive practices for special needs, at-risk, and all 



STRENGTHS-BASED REFLECTIVE PRACTICES                                                                7 

students, educators need to be reflecting (Howard, 2003; Loreman, 2007), learning together, 

sharing, and collaborating (Ainscow & Miles, 2008). The local school needs to be a place where 

the student can learn regardless of differences. The school district needs to commit to providing 

teachers with the tools, resources, and time that have not been available in traditional teacher 

training in order to best meet the needs of the diversity of the present-day classrooms (Razer & 

Friedman, 2017).   

If teachers were asked whether they consider themselves inclusive, it is quite possible 

their response would be that they are. It is hard to imagine any one of them claiming the 

opposite! Perhaps many of the responses would be “Yes, but...” replies. If educators are claiming 

to be inclusive already, why pursue this project of strengths-based improvement to practice? 

Strengths-based reflective practice can assist by examining and deeply considering present 

practices, values and beliefs, in order to improve practices (Ghaye, 2011). The definition of 

inclusion is varied and often conflated with integration or placement (Ainscow & Miles, 2008). 

Through this project, individual teachers will be examining their own inclusive practices in their 

specific school-context with the intention of developing broadened inclusive professional 

pedagogies.  

This is a very personal journey. If one truly wishes to continue to improve practices then 

it cannot be up to others. This is a project of personal and professional commitment to students 

and colleagues that educators at all levels can be trusted to improve inclusive practice. This 

project expresses hope for a repeated cycle of personal and professional growth as well as 

encouraging a shift in thinking about student differences. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

In this section, pertinent literature that defines or critiques inclusive education will be 

identified. It is also important to share the literature evidencing the importance of teacher 

involvement in implementing practices believed to address classroom diversity. Teacher stress 

and how stress may act as a barrier to inclusion will be explored with action to counter stress 

explained. Efficacy beliefs and reflective practice will be defined as found in the literature and 

evidence from research will show this to be a proven way for professionals to broaden and 

improve their practices. 

Defining terminology 

Strengths-based reflective practice. Ghaye (2011) defines strengths-base reflective 

practice as “one that explicitly emphasizes reflecting on strengths so as to identify them, play to 

them and develop new ones.”  

Special education. Special education has historically been viewed as education that in 

some way differs from general education and is defined simply by Bateman, Lloyd, and 

Tankersley (2015) through a historical context as “whatever education was provided to children 

who had disabilities” (p. 11). 

General education. General education is considered the teaching and learning that is 

designed around students of a similar age and who have common needs (Bateman et al., 2015).  

Inclusive education. It is difficult to find one definition of inclusive education (Di 

Gennaro, Pace, Zollo, & Aiello, 2014). It is common to read that inclusive education is thought 

of as general education students and special education students together in the same building 

(Florian & Spratt, 2013; Woodcock & Hardy, 2016). In some jurisdictions, this definition is 
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identified as ‘integration’ (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2016; Lindsay, 2007; Di 

Gennaro et al., 2014).  

There is a present trend in inclusive education literature that focusses less upon just 

students with special-needs, more upon students with additional support needs, and even more 

broadly the social and academic inclusion of ‘all’ (Ainscow & Miles., 2008; Florian & Spratt, 

2013; Lindsay, 2007). Ainscow and Miles (2008), in a recent analysis of international research 

(as found in Ainscow, Booth & Dyson, 2006) suggest a typology of five ways of ways of 

thinking about inclusion. These are:  

(a) inclusion concerned with disability and ‘‘special educational needs’’; (b) inclusion as 

a response to disciplinary exclusions; (c) inclusion as being about all groups vulnerable to 

exclusion; (d) inclusion as the promotion of a school for all; and (e) inclusion as 

Education for All. (p. 17)  

Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) identified three themes found in their study's 

participants’ practice that provide a definition of inclusive pedagogy in a school or classroom: 

1. Shifting the focus from one that is concerned with only those individuals who have 

been identified as having ‘additional needs’ to the learning of all children in the 

community of the classroom. 2. Rejecting deterministic beliefs about ability as being 

fixed and the associated idea that the presence of some will hold back the progress of 

others. 3.Seeing difficulties in learning as professional challenges for teachers, rather than 

deficits in learners, that encourage the development of new ways of working. (p. 818- 

819) 

With the above in mind, this project uses the definition of inclusive education as provided 

in the Memorandum of Agreement (2017) between the British Columbia Public School 
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Employers’ Association, the British Columbia Ministry of Education and the British Columbia 

Teachers’ Federation: 

All students are entitled to equitable access to learning, achievement and the 

pursuit of excellence in all aspects of their education. The Provincial Parties are 

committed to providing all students with special needs with an inclusive learning 

environment which provides an opportunity for meaningful participation and the 

promotion of interaction with others. The implementation of this Memorandum of 

Agreement shall not result in any student being denied access to a school, educational 

program, course, or inclusive learning environment unless this decision is based on an 

assessment of the student’s individual needs and abilities. (p. 1-2) 

Critiques of inclusive education 

There are those within special education who resolutely believe in outright inclusion (all 

interventions taking place in the general educator's classroom; Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011, 

Ainscow & Miles, 2008), and those who resolutely believe in outright special education (special 

grouping, class or separate school where special instruction takes place; Fuchs, Fuchs & Stecker, 

2010, Kauffman & Badar, 2016). This section will inform readers about the groups of special 

educators who argue that ‘full inclusion’ (referred to as ‘inclusion’ in this paper) settings are a 

disservice to those students who have special educational needs. 

At one time in British Columbia, students were not only sent out of their local 

classrooms, but to another province or at the very least sent to a developing large city (Siegel & 

Ladyman, 2000). It is in part out of this sense of injustice that led to local special education. 

Special educators advocated for special-needs students by pressuring policy makers to enforce 

(through threat of a court review) legislation requiring school districts provide “guarantees of an 
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appropriate education” (Seigel & Ladyman, 2000, p. 9). 

Hansen (2012) philosophically debates that inclusion may be pedagogically impossible 

due to the nature of it needing exclusion for its own existence. Hansen (2012) writes, “if we 

didn’t exclude we didn’t need to include” (p.94). In referring to the oft cited 'Index of Inclusion' 

(Booth, Ainscow, Black-Hawkins, Vaughan, & Shaw, 2002), Hansen (2012) goes on to state, “in 

order to develop a limitless inclusive culture, we need to be tolerant and then we also have to 

tolerate intolerance, which could lead to an intolerant and exclusive culture” (p.93). The rhetoric 

is not unsubstantial. The aspirations of inclusion are desirable and recognized as an “ideal” 

(Booth et al. 2002, p. 3). Hansen’s (2012) writing attempts to add some clarity to the difficulties 

and confusion that educators at all levels experience in the discourse of what inclusion entails. 

Hansen (2012) points out that “it is primarily the teacher who draws the line between inclusion 

and exclusion in the specific classroom” (p. 95) and that the key to having a deeper 

understanding of the inclusion and exclusion processes requires investigation. 

Lindsay (2007) argues that there is little or no evidence that demonstrates improved 

academic outcomes for students who have special education needs in inclusive settings. 

However, in that cumulative study of research, Lindsay (2007) is also unable to prove that there 

is harm or hindrance to the academic outcomes of any student in inclusive settings. Zigmond and 

Baker (1996) state, “there is no simple and straightforward answer to the question of where 

students with disabilities should receive their special education instruction” (p. 195). 

Fuchs et al. (2010) compare the two major schools of discourse and educational law in 

the United States that require schools to include students. The Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA, 2004) and No Child Left Behind (NCLB), which is based on Title I in 

legislation entitled Elementary and Secondary Education Act (2015). IDEA (2004) and NCLB 
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are very commonly found in literature regarding special education. Fuchs et al. (2010) explore 

the NCLB group’s “blurring” of special education into general education settings and argue that 

this is a profound change from scientific-based, expert interventions that special educators were 

once known for.  Fuchs et al. (2010) hypothesize if one follows the NCLB groups push to blur 

special education interventions into general education that the result will be elimination of 

interventions for those who most seriously need them.  

Fuchs et al. (2015) compared the use of the same mathematics intervention (fractions) in 

both specialized and general education settings. The findings were that the special education 

setting was more effective in closing gaps of learning. The general classroom students’ 

achievement in fractions did improve as well, although not as much, or as quickly. Fuchs et al. 

(2015) concluded that the reason the general education group improved as well was likely due to 

the teacher’s effective use of the researchers’ training that they too had received for the study of 

the intervention.  

In what Kauffman and Badar (2016) have sub-titled the “Illogic of Inclusive Education” 

(p. 56), they refer to Fuchs et al. (2015) where it is shown that access to curriculum does not 

mean that students will receive as effective instruction nor will they narrow achievement gaps 

compared to when the students are pulled out of the classroom to receive specialized curriculum 

interventions. Kauffman, Anastasiou, Badar, Travers and Wiley (2016) write that effective 

instructional practices should take priority over inclusive practices. Kauffman et al. (2016) also 

are of the opinion that despite decades of the effort to fully include students, that there is no 

research that shows convincingly that students with special-needs are better served educationally 

in the fully-inclusive classroom. In arguing for the most appropriate location for education, 

Ayres, Lowrey, Douglas, and Sievers (2011) expand upon specific individuals' needs as the 
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priority. Ayres et al. (2011), make the claim that inclusion may not be beneficial for severely 

disabled students. Ayres et al. (2011) do note that severely disabled students may be able to learn 

some academics at the grade level they are enrolled, but are not necessarily taught specific skills 

they actually need and thus are not prepared for adult life. Ayres et al. (2011) indicate that a 

severely disabled child needs a highly-individualized program and the placement in a general 

education setting would not allow for this instruction to occur. Warnock and Norwich (2010) 

argue that as “learner-centred education” (p. 33) is prioritized in society, there are some students 

who are simply unable to be educated in the general education environment. Warnock (in 

Warnock & Norwich, 2010) argues that in order to make a more equitable society tomorrow, we 

may need to make decisions that do not necessitate inclusion in all situations today. For children 

to develop the skills that they will require to be successful in their lives, the student may be 

included in a “common educational project” (Warnock & Norwich, 2010, p. 33), but not 

necessarily included in education “under the same roof” (Warnock & Norwich, 2010, p. 33). 

Kauffman and Badar (2016), argue that inclusion as defined by the full inclusion 

movement, is analogous to a hospital with no special wings. In such a place, there would be no 

ICU and no maternity ward, nothing “special” about the hospital because, “after all, hospitals are 

hospitals, doctors are doctors, and patients are patients.” (Kauffman & Badar, 2016, p. 55). 

Kauffman et al. (2016) argue that inclusion has focused too much on the location of where 

special education takes place, and that it is an error to try to improve special education practices 

by having special education and general education in the same place. Kauffman et al. (2016) 

claim that learners’ needs are too diverse as are teachers' teaching ability for full inclusion to be 

logical. Kauffman et al. (2016) postulate that there may be very few teachers who might be able 

to meet the needs of a fully inclusive class and who may have the capacity to spend the 
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extraordinary amounts of effort, and energy in the endeavor. However, if the teacher is 

unsuccessful, the risk of burnout goes up and has a deleterious effect on not just student 

outcomes, but also on teacher health (Brunsting, Sreckovic, & Lane, 2014). 

The critics of inclusion often express a version of the following sentiments presented by 

Brigham, Ahn, Stride and McKenna (2016). Brigham et al. (2016, p.33) use their “less-uplifting 

narrative” in order to make an argument for specialized interventions for students with special-

needs whenever and wherever it is deemed appropriate to do so: 

Inclusive education is, without question, an important goal for any special education 

program that serves students with any disability condition. Inclusion is a term that lacks 

legal standing, and carries a questionable functional definition. That is, inclusion, like 

learning, carries a common language definition that overlooks many inconsistencies, but 

lacks the precision necessary for formal use. Nevertheless, the term “inclusion” sounds 

good. Worse, the term that is often proffered as the alternative to inclusion “segregation” 

sounds bad. (Brigham et al. 2016, p. 32) 

The above critiques of inclusion are as thorough and as passionate as those made by 

special educators who argue for and promote full inclusion. As Terzi (as summarized in Warnock 

& Norwich, 2010) concludes, professionals who continue to argue about where to place and how 

best to educate special-needs students are together when it comes to expressing their “moral 

concern for the well-being and flourishing of [special-needs] and all children” (p.163).   

Importance of the teacher in inclusion efforts. 

The classroom teacher is the person most directly involved with creating or dismantling 

barriers to an inclusive classroom (Vaz et al., 2015; Hansen, 2012). Furthermore, it is the 

teachers’ practices, beliefs, attitudes and perceptions that influence successful implementation of 
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inclusion (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011; Jordan, Glenn & McGhie-Richmond, 2010; Lindsay, 

2007; Vaz et al., 2015; Hansen, 2012).  In Canada, statements from the leadership of teaching 

associations indicate that teachers are aware of inclusion, and endorse inclusion where resources 

are provided (Thompson et al., 2015). It is also reported in studies that even though there is 

widespread awareness of the importance of inclusive education and that teachers may 

philosophically believe in inclusive education, practice and implementation may not occur due to 

lack of training, lack of confidence or low teacher-efficacy beliefs, and lack of support 

(Bruggink, Goei, & Koot, 2016; Jordan et al., 2010; Lindsay, 2007). 

 Repeatedly, teachers are directly identified as the most influential in creating inclusive 

environments (Lindsay, 2007; Woodcock & Hardy, 2016; Forlin, Keen & Barrett, 2008; Hansen, 

2012). Although Lindsay (2007) argues that there are no positive academic outcomes for special-

needs students in inclusive settings, he states, “at the heart of all education is the practice of 

teachers; consequently, the role of teachers in developing inclusion is central to its effectiveness” 

(p. 12). Woodcock and Hardy (2016) agree when they contend that regardless of laws, policy re-

drafts and changes, and administrative direction, that creating an inclusive education climate 

relies on teachers’ practices. 

Forlin et al. (2008) identified studies showing teaching as one of the most complex 

occupations. Forlin et al. (2008) indicate that teachers' professions are made still more 

complicated when the teacher is also including students with special-needs. Forlin et al. (2008) 

point out that one of the consequences of teacher efforts to be inclusive is teacher stress.  Forlin 

et al. (2008) also stipulate that the stress of developing inclusive classrooms may act as a barrier 

to successful inclusive practices. 

Teacher stress. Kyriacou (2001) defined teacher stress as the “experience by a teacher of 
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unpleasant, negative emotions, such as anger, anxiety, tension, frustration or depression, resulting 

from aspect of their work as a teacher” (p. 28). Kasarek et al. (1998) identify stress in 

occupations like teaching as resulting from a lack of control, and support as well as high job 

demands. 

There is evidence in a study by Forlin et al. (2008) that teachers find implementation of 

inclusive teaching practices challenging and stressful. Jordan et al. (2010) found that stress is 

found particularly when it is also attached to systemic academic assessment such as provincial 

standardized testing or district mandated assessments. In these cases, Jordan et al. (2010) suggest 

that inclusion efforts are discarded in order to meet “school improvement initiatives” (p. 260). 

Teachers main concerns, or main sources of stress, when attempting to include special-needs 

students are the student’s behaviour, and the feeling of lack of professional competency (Jordan 

et al., 2010). 

Teaching is one of the only professions that has the expectation that those who are brand 

new to the profession will have precisely the same amount of responsibility as a much more 

experienced teacher (Tait, 2008). Forlin et al. (2008) indicated that collegial support is important 

for both pre-service and in-service teachers as a way to alleviate feelings of isolation, increase 

collaboration in inclusive efforts and increase professional competency feelings. Significant 

stress was shown by experienced teachers in the areas of administration of the classroom, student 

behaviour and professional competency feelings (Forlin et al., 2008; Bruggink et al., 2016). 

Forlin et al. (2008) contend that younger teachers show less stress compared to experienced 

teachers, possibly due to increased under-graduate education in inclusion practices and thereby 

having increased professional efficacy.  This is relevant to the current project and will need to be 

taken into consideration as the possible participating teachers will have varying experience and 
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may be experiencing the stresses of on-going lack of resources, disruptive student behaviour, and 

professional competency issues (Forlin et al., 2008; Hinds, Jones, Gau, Forrester, & Biglan, 

2015; Vaz et al., 2015). 

This project will encourage collaborating with a critical friend (to be called an ‘integral 

friend’) as a way to share experiences and contribute to alleviating stress. Having a collaborative 

critical friend builds up collegial support within school (Hinds et al., 2015). A critical friend to 

collaborate with will be encouraged but it is important to respect the very personal introspection 

that occurs during reflective practices and therefore will not be put forward as a requirement. 

Gibbs (2007), contends that there is also a type of efficacy termed ‘collective efficacy,’ (as found 

in Goddard and Goddard, 2001). This occurs when the collective beliefs (of a group of teachers) 

encourage positive individual teacher efficacy beliefs in spite of difficult circumstances that 

might present themselves, such as ‘socio-economic or level of student achievement’ (Gibbs, 

2007, p. 50).  When a school system promotes, supports and practices inclusion there is also an 

enhanced personal and professional efficacy which in turn improves the collective efficacy of the 

school system (Gibbs, 2007). Gibbs (2007) also points out, due to the positive relationship that 

collective efficacy and teacher efficacy have on one another, that there is a need for collaboration 

between professionals in order to share, promote, validate and encourage practices in inclusion. 

If a teacher is able to work through this project with a critical friend then it is hoped that 

this will provide a way to alleviate feelings of stress, depression and burnout that are caused by, 

in particular, student behaviour (Forlin et al., 2008).  

As evidenced above, stress is associated with what Bruggink, Meijer, Goei, and Koot 

(2014) recognize as the “increasing heterogeneity of school intake” (p. 163). This can also lead 

to teacher feelings of lack of support, and isolation (Hind et al., 2015). Consequently, Bruggink 
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et al. (2014) suggest teachers may question their confidence and competence.  

Confidence, competencies and efficacy beliefs. ‘Self-efficacy’ is the term used to 

describe the level of belief that an individual teacher has on influencing the learning of a student 

regardless of the student’s attitude or apparent level of engagement (Bandura, 1977, summarized 

in Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001;). The higher the degree of a teacher’s efficacy 

belief, the more likely successful inclusion will occur (Dixon, Yssel, McConnell, & Hardin 

2014). As inclusive practices become more widespread, literature encourages both special and 

general educators to explore, define, develop, and embrace their own inclusive pedagogy (Black-

Hawkins, 2010; Florian and Black-Hawkins, 2011; Hart, 1998; Florian and Spratt, 2013; Spratt 

and Florian, 2015) in order to reduce barriers such as stress, feelings of isolation and lack of 

collegial support.  

Bruggink et al. (2016) explore the feelings and beliefs a teacher may have towards their 

own capacity to meet students’ additional instructional and emotional support needs. Bruggink et 

al. (2016) reveal that teachers felt most capable in meeting the additional emotional support 

needs for the students in the study. The participating teachers in the Bruggink et al. (2016) study 

felt they could also meet the instructional and behavioural needs, but less so in order to meet 

their peer support needs. Bruggink et al. (2016) study did not clearly identify what level of 

experience the participant teachers had other than to state they had a mean of 5 years of 

experience (range 1 – 39). This is an important area to understand as Vaz et al. (2015) assert the 

claim that more years of teacher experience is a potential barrier to inclusive practices, which is 

possibly a factor in this proposed project. Additionally, the term ‘peer support,’ required further 

research to understand what was intended. Bruggink et al. (2014) indicate that the term ‘peer 

support’ refers to “peer acceptance and social support” of students with “different or odd 
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behavior” and the capacity for peers to “work together” (p.84). 

Collaboration and professional development. Collaboration and professional 

development are cited in many studies as contributing to success towards implementing inclusive 

practices (Booth et al., 2002; Dixon et al., 2014; Thompson et al., 2015). In an example of the 

importance of collaboration and professional development, Dixon et al. (2014) looked at 

implementing a school or school-district wide teaching practice known as Differentiated 

Instruction (DI; summarized in Tomlinson and Jarvis, 2009). Dixon et al. (2014), look at what 

encourages school or district wide implementation of DI and describe DI as a method to teach a 

diverse student body in an inclusive way. 

To differentiate instruction is to recognize students’ varying background knowledge, 

readiness, language, and preferences in learning and interests, and then to act on that knowledge 

responsively in planning content dimensions, process dimensions, and product dimensions 

(Dixon et al., 2014). 

However, they note that when professional development is offered (by the school 

district), it is often a ‘cursory glimpse’ into the subject, ‘tries to accomplish too much,’ and does 

not 'impart the professional competencies’ that would allow the teachers to then attempt DI in 

their own practice (Dixon et al., 2014, p. 114). Dixon et al. (2014) argue that if professional 

development (in this case DI) is deemed important enough by school district administrators, then 

effort should be made by the organization to provide teachers time to personalize it into their 

own pedagogy through further observation, collaboration, and practice.  

Horne and Timmons (2009) conducted a survey of 20 teachers in Prince Edward Island. 

The Horne and Timmons (2009) results indicate that there is a widespread belief in the 

philosophy (the ‘why’) of inclusion. However, the teachers also identified implementation of 
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inclusion (the ‘how’) as concerns. The Horne and Timmons (2009) survey showed that time for 

planning (collaboration), assessment of the students, and being able to use effective teaching 

strategies to meet the additional needs of the diverse range of students as concerns for teachers. 

Dixon et al. (2014) indicate that using a framework like DI be recognized as a journey for 

teachers; full of challenge, setbacks, and successes as they adjust their teaching to reach all 

learners. Dixon et al. (2014) suggest that when teachers are not supported in their long-term 

efforts to implement professional development that there should be no surprise that teachers 

return to their previous practices of what Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) call ‘bell-curve 

thinking:’ 

[Teachers] may continue to teach to the middle of the class, missing the learners at either 

extreme of the normal curve—believing that the top will get the information anyway and 

the struggling learners may take too long to learn it. (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011, p. 

116) 

 Justification for Current Project. 

Reflective practice evolved: Strength-based reflective practices 

As Hansen (2012) writes “we must focus on examining the boundary between inclusion 

and exclusion in the specific communities by questioning how this limit is constructed.” (p. 94) 

For each teacher this boundary is different and often draws on each teacher’s very personal and 

professional belief foundations (Sullivan, Glenn, Roche, & McDonagh, 2016; Kozleski, Yu, 

Satter, Francis, & Haines, 2015; Hansen, 2012). Sullivan et al. (2016) recognize that the journey 

of reflective practice is a personal one as the individual must think “deliberately, purposefully 

and deeply” (p. 10) about the values that underlie their practices. Further, the intent of this 

reflective action is to “gain insights and improvements,” (p. 10) providing further support of this 
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project’s use of reflective practice to promote personal and professional growth.  

Larrivee (2000) states that reflective practice is a way for teachers to avoid “staying 

trapped in unexamined judgements, interpretations, assumptions, and expectations” (p. 293) that 

may result from the teachers’ own background and culture. Howard (2003) writes that teachers 

need to be critically reflective, but not as an indictment for “what they believe and why it does 

not work for students. [Critical reflection] is a process of improving practice, rethinking 

philosophy, and becoming effective teachers for today’s ever-changing student population” (p. 

201). 

As Sullivan et al. (2016) explains, teachers need to recognize the interconnectivity 

between “school, community, family, religion, politics, economics and health,” (p.20; as 

summarized in Ballantine and Spade, 2015). Each member of a school community (student or 

staff) brings this combination of connections into the building and classrooms.  

Loreman (2007) writes “reflection has become an increasingly important part of a good 

teacher’s repertoire of strategies for continuous improvement” (p.31). Loreman (2007) includes 

“meaningful reflection” as one of the “Seven Pillars of Support for Inclusive Education,” and 

lists some reflection tools as: diaries and journals, previously used surveys / indexes, observation 

sheets, rubrics, critical friend, and visiting other professionals in their classrooms. In relation to 

this project, Loreman (2007) also points out that reflection is important in analyzing all aspects 

of inclusion. 

Zwart, Korthagen and Attema-Noordewier (2015) conducted a mixed method study to 

test a program for sustained teacher professional development called “Quality from Within” 

(QfW). The study of the QfW approach had little to do with inclusion and more to do with 

coping mechanisms around stress and burnout which, as shown in earlier in this chapter, are 
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linked to teachers’ feelings around inclusion (Zwart et al., 2015; Forlin, 2001). Although QfW 

was identified by the researchers as complex in contrast with typical professional development 

(Zwart et al. 2015), personal reflection was recognized as essential to guide the participants 

(although few in number) over the course of the two-year study.    

Sullivan et al. (2016) and Ghaye (2011) both cite Dewey (1933) as one of the original 

pioneers of reflective practice. Sullivan et al. (2016) quote Dewey (1933, p.78) “we do not learn 

from experience… we learn from reflecting on experience.” Smythe (1991, p. 113) writes that 

the reflective practice model is a way to “1. DESCRIBE: what do I do? 2. INFORM: what does 

this description mean? 3. CONFRONT: how did I come to be like this? 4. RECONSTRUCT: 

how might I do things differently?” At first, this seems like a sound way to proceed with this 

project, but Ghaye (2011) points out that neither “understanding your practice,” (p. 15) or 

“becoming more aware of the impediments” (p. 15) is a guarantee to improve or strengthen one’s 

perceptions or practices. Ghaye (2011) encourages a reflective practice that moves practitioners 

in an appreciative way that encourages “that we grow in the direction in which we ask questions” 

(p. 10), based on our “successes and fulfillment” (p. 10). Ghaye (2011) asks what would be more 

effective, focusing on enhancing strengths or eliminating weaknesses? 

This project proposes to use strengths-based reflective practices to broaden personal and 

professional practices in the area of inclusion.  Problem solving in the area of inclusion and 

special education is a personal and professional challenge for any school district, school and 

teacher who share the belief that they have the ability to make the lives of special-needs students 

better through education. Howard (2003) refers to Dewey (1933) when he writes that “reflection 

[is] a special form of problem solving steeped in scaffolding of experiences and events that 

should be viewed as an active and deliberate cognitive process.” (p. 197) A report from the 
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European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education (2012) uses this description of 

teaching (as found in Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2005): 

“Teaching is a complex task, and there is not a single set of teacher attributes and behaviours that 

is universally effective for all types of students and learning environments” (p.36). 

To attempt to prescribe a one size fits all solution to “wicked problems” (Armstrong, 2017, 

p. 230) like those found in special and inclusive education would be to ignore much of the 

literature reviewed in this chapter. Without the active and supported involvement of the teacher 

in designing, developing and implementing the praxis of inclusion in the classroom, it likely will 

not happen (Dixon et al., 2014; Gibbs, 2007; Lindsay 2007, Sokal & Katz, 2015, Thompson et 

al., 2015). When defining the advantages of strengths-based reflective practices (Ghaye, 2011) 

refers to Frederickson’s broaden-and-build theory (2004) as a key element in the strengths-based 

reflective process. Frederickson (2004) proposes that when someone experiences and practices 

positive emotions that the person is able to broaden their “momentary thought-action” repertoire 

(p. 1367). This broadening of the momentary thought-action repertoire allows someone to be 

more open minded, more accepting of new ideas, and better prepared to be flexible and adaptive 

to surprising situations. An added benefit to positive emotions is being better able to cope during 

more difficult times (i.e. resilience; Frederickson, 2004).  

Di Gennaro et al. (2014) expresses that there is a transformative power in strength-based 

reflective practices and refers to Ghaye (2011) as providing a significant modern contribution to 

both reflective practice and inclusive education. Much of Di Gennaro et al. (2014) cites better-

known cyclical elements that are characteristics of action research: action, reflection and 

knowledge construction (McNiff, 2016). However, Ghaye (2011) adds to this, also noted by Di 

Gennaro et al. (2014):  
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Within this perspective, reflective practice becomes a deliberate, conscious, public and 

evidence-based research process principally designed to improve the quality of teaching 

and learning through a cyclical process that involves action, reflection and knowledge 

construction; but the one which is initiated by the reflection on strengths rather than 

deficits. (p. 58-59) 

Ghaye (2011) believes strongly that modern reflective practice needs to be strength-

based. The four positive features that Ghaye (2011) provides to form the foundation of strength-

based reflective practices are as follows: “1. To appreciate; 2. To imagine; 3. To design; 4. To 

act.” (p. 17) 

To appreciate is one of the intentions of strength-based reflective practice. One of the cited 

inspirations for this facet came from appreciative inquiry (AI; Cooperrider and Whitney, 2005, as 

found in Ghaye, 2011). Two main differences are quickly apparent. AI is a scientific research 

method, and AI is focused primarily on organizational change. Ghaye (2011) details that the 

intent is to appreciate, not to design a scientific study: 

[To appreciate] is an intention to appreciate and understand one’s own and others’ gifts, 

talents, limitations, self-worth, identity, role, responsibilities and accountability…. To 

develop a deeper understanding of one’s own learning agenda, sense of self, self-

knowledge, self-efficacy and purpose. The intention is to use the practices of reflection to 

deepen appreciations. (p.17)   

To imagine is described by Ghaye (2011) as using reflective practices to “generate, 

manage, and utilize knowledge, re-frame it, and then to record this in some way” (p.17). Ghaye 

(2011) indicates that this usually involves reflecting upon a conversation through using any of a 

number of tools such as a diary. Further, to imagine is “the intention to document learning about 
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what works, about what needs to change, and in what way(s) – it’s another way to improve 

practice.” (Ghaye, 2011, p. 17-18). This is illuminated when Ghaye (2011) asks “can strengths 

become weaknesses?” The response is affirmative in the example of change. “When old 

strengths no longer serve us well” (Ghaye, 2011, p. 85) they become weaknesses. Ghaye (2011) 

uses the example of a teacher who uses chalk and flip chart paper and markers very well, but is 

faced with the more efficient and interactive technologies such as computers and whiteboards. To 

imagine requires times when teachers’ need to acknowledge that there is a new way of doing 

things that requires accepting a different way. 

To design represents the “how do we do this?” (p. 18) intention of strength-based 

reflective learning. Along with the development of “collective wisdom,” Ghaye (2011) 

encourages both “criticality and creativity” (p.18). This intention requires self-efficacy and 

agency (Bandura, 2000) as it may necessitate questioning another’s practices where there may be 

shibboleths or as mentioned above perhaps weaknesses described for too long as strengths. 

Ghaye (2011) notes that “in some circumstances, [the intention] requires emotional literacy, 

political acuity and ethical courage” (p.18). 

To act through the lens of strength-based reflection, “is the intention to do, or achieve 

something, with this collective wisdom, bearing in mind that moving forward is only one option” 

(Ghaye, 2011, p. 18). An example of strength-based reflection with the intention of action is 

given by Ghaye (2011) where the following question is asked: “think of the last time when you 

were supported in your efforts to move your knowledge and skills forward. What do you need to 

do to achieve this kind of support again?” (p.19). Ghaye (2011) notes that choosing to not act 

may be the decided course of action, but that recording the decision (and the factors leading to 

the decision - regardless of choice) is the important step so there is a record of the collective 



STRENGTHS-BASED REFLECTIVE PRACTICES                                                                26 

wisdom.  

In order for this project to be effective, a process like Ghaye’s (2011) allows for 

individuals to have multiple entry and engagement points that would address the varying degrees 

of experience from the beginning to the experienced teacher. It also allows for groups that might 

wish to work together as each member will be beginning the journey of growth where they are 

most comfortable. For example, Lyons, Thompson and Timmons (2016), in an appreciative 

inquiry, shared findings of inclusive action success that might conflate to our own school 

context.  Lyons et al. (2016) studied four inclusive schools in Canada and found that individual 

teacher, and small group approach to creating an inclusive school resulted from “an intentional 

individual and collective action to facilitate and strengthen commitment to inclusion, and to 

support effective practices at multiple levels” (p. 894). 

Ghaye’s (2011) strength-based reflective practice provides the volunteer participants a 

continuous cycle of growth in personal and professional practices. Participating teachers may see 

benefits in their practice, their personal well-being, and it is hoped in the school district and 

community beyond.  

In the next chapter, an overview of the guidebook that is to be considered the product will 

be presented. An outline of what the guidebook will include in order to provide the participants 

strength-based reflective practices individually (or with a group) will be given. The guidebook 

will utilize Ghaye’s (2011) strength-based reflective practices and engage participants in a 

number of different formats to allow for a range of and expansion of reflective practices. 

Ultimately, the goal is to provide this strength-based reflective guidebook as a vehicle to, as 

Hansen (2012) suggests, examine the boundaries teachers have between inclusive and exclusive 

practices. It is anticipated that through strengths-based reflection and building upon individuals 
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(or group) strengths, there may be a change to the boundary to allow for increased inclusion that 

will lead to more satisfaction in the lives of students, teachers, staffs, schools and communities.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Considerations for Implementation of Product 

In creating a guidebook that has strengths-based reflective practices as its primary goal 

with a focus on inclusion of all students, I needed to find a format that was both informative, 

relatable, challenging yet not condescending. The guidebook would need to provide access 

points for practicing teachers with a wide degree of experience from new teachers to long term 

career teachers. An added challenge was to find reflection tools that would give access points for 

school principals or school district leadership in the event that a broader application of this 

strengths-based tool were to be applied. The classroom teacher, however, remained my central 

figure when creating this guidebook. 

 There is a surprising dearth of strength-based professional growth tools. Through 

research in completing the literature review I came across Tony Ghaye’s (2011) Teaching and 

Learning Through Reflective Practice: A Practical Guide for Positive Action. This text, with its 

focus on positive looking-forward and utilizing strengths served as a foundation for the project. 

A second text, Emotional Intelligence Coaching: Improving Performance for Leaders, Coaches 

and the Individual (Neale, Spencer-Arnell and Wilson, 2011), was referred to in Ghaye’s (2011) 

work and proved to have useful and engaging challenges. Both of these texts provided many 

tools that fit or were adapted to fit the project’s goal of challenging educators to improve 

practices based on personal strengths. The dual goal of broadening inclusive practice is also 

hoped to be met through transferring this framework to focus on student strengths and interests 

instead of deficit and disability.  

Once the two above texts were established as the foundation, it was a priority to keep 

strengths-based reflective practices as the central focus. The affirmation by Ghaye (2011) that 
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focusing on limiting weaknesses might still be a valid and worthwhile pursuit was also added to 

the project. This product counters many traditional professional development efforts in that it is 

intended for the educators closest to classroom to decide the direction of development. 

Prescriptive professional development, as found in the literature review, has been found to 

contribute to the research-practice gap. To establish integrity in this project, I elected to 

continually pursue a focus on examination and realizing strengths into educators’ work, but not 

to prescribe what individuals, or groups might choose to focus on. Reflection with the aim of 

growth in the area of teaching and learning requires respect as a very worthwhile and personal 

challenge.  

Guidebook Chapter Overview 

Chapter 1: Take the best of your job and make it most of your job. This chapter 

provides the rationale for using strengths-based reflective practices, instead of a deficit-based 

focus on eliminating weaknesses. From the outset it was important to establish what strengths-

based reflective practices are and to immediately promote this as a guidebook of positive action. 

Exploring strengths is sadly a foreign topic when comes to improving workplace satisfaction. 

To expand on why strengths-based practices need to be explored and examined, I referred 

to research by Frederickson and Joiner (2002) who define what they call a “momentary thought-

action repertoire,” and Frederickson (2004, p. 172) who expands on this with a theory called 

“broaden-and-build.” The research shows that where negative emotions lead to protective actions 

(anger urges us to attack, fear to escape), then positive emotions function as a means to engage 

and participate (interest urges us to explore, contentment prompts us to savour).  

In this next part, I set out to highlight the need to create positive experiences by utilizing 

Ghaye’s (2011) strength-based challenge: to take the best of the educator’s job and make it most 
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of the job. In focusing on positive action right away (prioritizing personal satisfaction at work), 

the goal of the activating engagement and participation in teacher-initiated growth could be 

experienced.  

Ghaye’s (2011) challenge also served as the segue to provide justification as why this 

guidebook is unlike traditional professional development. The research that details reasons for 

teacher-initiated professional development, and the challenges inherent to top-down initiatives is 

found in Dixon et al. (2014), Beauchamp et al. (2014). The research that indicates reflective 

practices are the most powerful forms of teacher professional growth is quite impressive. This 

section of the chapter relies on Sullivan et al. (2016), Ghaye (2011), Zwart et al. (2015), Larivee 

(2000), Dewey (1933), Sellars (2012), and Di Gennaro et al. (2014).  

It is also in this chapter that I felt it important to include an integral friend. Integral friend 

is principally the same as a critical friend as found in research, however, I felt that integral had 

more positive connotations attached so used this instead. The word integral is defined as 

“necessary to make a whole complete; essential or fundamental.” (Oxford Online Dictionary) 

Introducing this integral friend immediately allows for the individual educator to mitigate one of 

the predictors of burnout: feeling alone, as evidenced by Wolgast and Fischer, (2017), Schlichte, 

Yssl, and Merbler (2005), and Brunsting et al. (2014).  

An integral friend provides the participant opportunity to connect with a colleague in 

what is aimed to be a way to build collective efficacy and trust between teachers, which are both 

essential in changing and building a climate of collaboration towards improved practices (Ghaye, 

2011; Bandura, 1997; Dixon et al., 2014; Lyons et al., 2016). 
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Chapter 2: Strengths AND weaknesses. This part of the guidebook explores the 

argument that weaknesses may be the selected area of professional growth. The research is based 

on studies that use other forms of reflection in some form similar to Ghaye (2011):  1. describe, 

2. inform, 3. confront, 4. reconstruct. (p.15) The research base for this section is from Ghaye 

(2011), Di Gennaro et al. (2014), Howard (2003), and Loreman (2007), and Sullivan et al. 

(2016).   

This section is also used to make the case that reflecting on strengths is more worthwhile 

than focusing on weaknesses and is based on Ghaye (2011).  There is some research provided by 

Buckingham (2015) that is used to support participants in understanding the difficulties in 

identifying our own, or others’ strengths. This is due in part to the innateness of strengths, and to 

decades of focusing on deficits and weaknesses (Buckingham, 2015). This section takes more 

time for the educators to reflect and discover their strengths using a reflective tool from Ghaye 

(2011). The same tool will be used again with a student(s) focus for an increased inclusive 

culture in the classroom in a later chapter. The importance of this section is seen as educators 

come to recognize more of their strengths and work towards experiencing them more frequently 

in the course of their work (Ghaye, 2011). If the focus remains on creating a more personally and 

professionally satisfying climate, then there should be increased experiences and an overall 

upward spiral of positive emotions and resilience (Frederickson, 2004).  
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Chapter 3: Values, attitudes and language. The goal of this chapter is for educators to 

identify and reflect on their values and attitudes that motivate and drive every aspect of their 

teaching. Neale et al. (2011), and Ghaye (2011) provide the reflective tools for this chapter. 

Further, the area of personal and professional growth is to select only three values to attempt to 

live out day to day, and to examine attitudes that are reflected in conversations. Ghaye (2011) 

cites Goldhammer (1966) as being a key researcher in the area of making values explicit, public, 

and debatable. This chapter prioritizes improvement in teaching and learning through 

investigating the values and attitudes that impact the culture found in classrooms and schools. In 

developing this section, I relied on Sullivan et al. (2016), Di Gennaro et al. (2014), Howard 

(2003), Ghaye (2011) and Larrivee (2000). A questionnaire found in Neale et al. (2011), is 

adapted to discover the values that the educators have both at home and at work. A scoring scale 

is provided (Neale et al., 2011) so that educators can then reflect on the degree to which they are 

able to live out their values in their daily life, with the challenge to make changes in their lives in 

order to increase the score. Ghaye (2011, p.103) suggests “promising less and doing it more 

often.” Hence the selection of only three for the purposes of this project. The addition of a verb 

to the value allows the reader to put the value into action and to be accountable to their integral 

friend. 

The last part of this chapter focuses on attitudes. The final section refers to challenging 

educators to reflect upon their attitudes towards strengths and students who are delightful or 

demanding. A reflective challenge is provided to listen to and change conversations with 

colleagues about themselves and students from deficit-based to strengths-based. I referred to 

research by Florian and Spratt (2013), de Boer et al. (2011), Black-Hawkins (2010) that examine 

educator attitudes towards inclusion, and how attitudes can contribute to exclusion or inclusion. 
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Lyons et al. (2016), Hehir and Katzman, (2012) provide the studies of attributes of successful 

inclusive schools. The research found in Razer and Friedman (2017) provided language to 

disrupt the cycle of exclusion which can be experienced by students and teachers alike. 

Armstrong (2012) provides an example of flipped conversations in reference to special-needs 

students, and the participants are given a similar task.  

Chapter 4: Connections and relationships. This chapter encourages reflection in 

discovering personal and student strengths in order to promote belonging and inclusion in the 

class and school community. The goal is to broaden understanding, and establish connections 

that welcome all students to feel valued and part of the community. Utilizing Rita Pierson’s TED 

Talk (2013) provides an alternate format for educators in this section. Pierson (2013) highlights 

reasons to make connections and relationships. This chapter challenges educators to make a 

deeper connection with a student in order to align personal strengths with that of the student. I 

reference Loreman’s (2011) work who makes the case for learning about a student’s strengths, 

interests and hobbies outside of school as a way to foster community and belonging at school. 

Tschannen-Moran (2014) cites the need to foster trusting relationships as instrumental in the 

effort to develop community in the classroom and school.  

Ghaye (2011) lists five common value clusters that are the foundation for this section: “1. 

Developing sense of community, 2. Exercising care and compassion, 3. Fostering pupil self-

determination and participation, 4. Respect for human diversity, 5. Professional demeanour” (p. 

91). Loreman (2011) prioritizes a pedagogy of making connections and relationships with pupils. 

Razer and Friedman’s (2017) research supports interrupting ‘the cycle of exclusion’ as a way of 

improving inclusion.  The reflection pages in this first section of the chapter require the teacher 

to explain what they learned about the student’s life outside of school, and again based on 
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Loreman (2011) how this may influence how they work to provide opportunities within the 

school community to continue this growth. The follow-up section in this chapter is used to 

connect the educators’ strengths to the students’ strengths. Armstrong’s (2012) work is important 

to this section as he implores teachers to create environments that suit pupils’ needs through, in 

large part, being aware of strengths. The repeated use of Ghaye’s (2011) strengths statement in 

this section is to demonstrate that tools presented in this guidebook are easily transferred for use 

to reflect upon student strengths.  

Chapter 5: Landmines. This chapter affirms that educators will have lousy days, and 

describes the negative traps to avoid as well as how to flip the switch to be positive. The goal of 

this chapter is for educators to recognize those times when things are going right and to use the 

positive and affirming questions to help re-enforce the experience. The secondary goal of this 

chapter is to have the participants understand that it should be viewed as a strength to ask for 

help, and to reflect and act in the direction that they wish to go. 

The first part or this chapter identifies that -in an instant- a good day can turn to one that 

feels bad! I needed to affirm, hopefully in a positive way, that teaching is stressful. Research by 

Bernard (1990; summarized in Forlin, 2001) indicates how the educator reacts and adapts to 

demands determines the significance of the stress. I refer to Ghaye’s (2011) negative questions as 

ones to stay away from as too often deficit-based conversations begin with this mindset. The 

need to move away from deficit-based, burnout-directed conversations are set in the research by 

Dedricke and Rasche (1990; summarized in Schlichte et al., 2005) The next section requires the 

educators to reflect using the positive framework of questions provided by Ghaye (2011). The 

research done by de Boer et al. (2011), Frederickson (2004), Frederickson and Joiner (2002) 

show the importance of fostering positive attitudes and how that links to creating a positive 
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workplace. I referred to research found in McGhie-Richmond, Irvine, Loreman,  Cizman, and 

Lupart,  (2013) and Jordan et al. (2010) when explaining the importance of positive attitudes in 

the area of improving inclusive practices. 

Michelle L. Sullivan’s (2016) Ted Talk video uses many examples that help achieve this 

chapter’s goal that asking for help is a (or leads to) strength. Tschannen-Moran’s (2015) research 

around building and fostering a trusting atmosphere is key for this section.   

The final section highlights the immediate skepticism that the participants might be very 

used to. The use of Murphy’s Plough (no author) serves to define this negativity trap. The 

reflective part in this final section is to identify where help is needed presently, who to ask, and 

how that person will assist them get to their optimal performance and personal satisfaction zone 

which is again set in the work of Ghaye, 2011 and Neale et al. (2011). 

Chapter 6: Boundaries. The goal of this chapter is to help educators tilt their work 

towards their strengths, but to recognize that boundaries exist that may be impeding this as they 

move through Ghaye’s (2011) steps of positive strengths-based reflection. Other research that is 

used in developing this chapter is Tschannen-Moran (2009, 2014) and Tschannen-Moran and 

Garies (2015) who identify trusting relationships as fundamental in building a community of 

collegiality and authentic collaboration. Tschannen-Moran (2009, 2015) explains the role of the 

organizational leadership in fostering trust which I use to further identify the existence of 

boundaries that can help or hinder teacher efforts towards improvement. I refer to the work by 

Kozleski et al. (2015), Razer, Friedman and Warshofsky (2013), Loreman (2011) who believe 

that it is the work of the school to examine boundaries and redefine them as needed, not make 

them more entrenched. The reflection section that closes out this chapter serve to meet the goal 

of this chapter by identifying the barrier that may exist in each cycle. It then offers the educators 
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a reflective process to move or bridge this boundary. This is an adapted version of Ghaye’s 

(2011) “Barrier Busting Questions” (p. 19). 
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Chapters 7: Strengths-based reflection to broaden inclusion. Gibbs (2007), Dixon et 

al. (2014), and Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) provide the research basis in this chapter’s 

effort towards building individual and collective efficacy to solve challenges that relate to 

teaching diverse learners.  To justify examining these same boundaries that exist for students, I 

referred to Slee (2013) who writes that it may be more important to “detect, understand and 

dismantle exclusion as it presents itself in education” (p. 905). Tschannen-Moran (2014), and 

Tschannen-Moran and Garies (2015) provide the research base for pressuring educators to 

examine whether the boundaries in place reflect a controlling or empowering and trusting 

workplace. Ghaye (2011) again provides the template that I adapted to work through the 

boundaries that may be in place for students based on the “Barrier Busting Questions” (p. 19). 

Chapter 8: Conclusion – Positive portfolio challenge. Ghaye (2011) provides a 

template for the participants of this guidebook to reflect on ten positive emotions. I refer to the 

broaden-and-build theory provided by Frederickson and Joiner (2002), Frederickson (2004) 

provide the research that sources Ghaye’s (2011) list. The educators are asked to consider one of 

the list, with the intent they will continue to complete the rest. The chapter ties into inclusive 

practices by encouraging the participants to complete this or a similar activity with their 

colleagues, to try this within their classroom, and to create a wall of strengths, or a wall of 

inclusion as a showcase. The idea of celebrating the class, or school-wide efforts in the area of 

strengths recognition emerged from Armstrong (2012), Hehir and Katzman (2012), Lyons et al. 

(2016) and Black-Hawkins (2010) who concur that a school, particularly the staff, need to work 

towards becoming problem-solving organizations. This includes removing barriers that impede 

the participation of all students in all activities of the school.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Reflection 

I felt there were two major challenges that I continued to face in this project. One was 

trying to respect and engage the broad range of educators that may find an interactive reflective 

guidebook like this useful. The teacher could be brand new, or an experienced veteran, another 

could be a principal. The other challenge was the effort to make (and keep) concise the vast 

amount of subject matter that this project endeavoured to address.  

The focus on inclusion of all students is an easy topic to address on a global level. 

However, when addressed personally and professionally, inclusion creates a need to examine so 

much more. The research, as found in my chapter one and two, clearly showed that there are 

strongly held positions regarding inclusive practices. It was this, and the research indicating that 

the individual teacher is the most important factor of any educational change -in this case 

professional growth targeting inclusion – that formed the impetus in creating an educators’ 

reflective guidebook. Strengths-based reflective practice was selected as the framework for this 

guidebook for the reasons that:  

1. There appears to be a scarcity of such a professional growth tool. Particularly one like 

this effort where there is a dual intent to specifically tie into improved inclusion 

efforts.  

2. Focusing on strengths directly relates to the research that encourages inclusive 

practices through a cessation of deficit-based thinking, moving away from a medical 

model of limited student potential.  

3. Strengths-based reflection, and positive psychology, focuses on what is going right as 

opposed to what I feel is the continuous focus on what needs to be fixed or what is 
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wrong. Focusing on strengths, it is hoped, will appeal to educators who are tired of 

the perception that professional growth efforts expose, highlight, and focus on 

weaknesses. 

The challenge of keeping the chapter content concise without overwhelming the reader 

was a priority. For example, instead of focusing on the causes of teacher stress, anxiety and 

burnout, I chose to focus on two research-backed antidotes. One was the establishment of an 

‘integral’ friend immediately in the guidebook. The intent here was to promote collegiality, 

support, and efficacy and therefore limiting feelings of isolation and lack of support. The other 

was to focus on the educators’ strengths - positive psychology - rather than their weaknesses. I 

was also very aware of the number of references that I would overwhelm the reader with so I 

needed to write in a more conversational or narrative way.  

Tony Ghaye’s (2011) book was one of the few books that had teaching as its’ core and 

promoted strengths-based reflective practices throughout. Ghaye’s (2011) book, and 

subsequently my project, provided strengths-based reflective practice as a positive framework for 

personal and professional growth. It was through Ghaye’s (2011) book that I learned of Neale et 

al. (2011) book. It too, proved extremely useful in providing frameworks of positive self-

reflection in a positive and growth-minded way. Both books assisted me in encouraging the 

readers of my project to examine their present and to imagine a better future in a positive way. 

There are numerous complete text books that explain Universal Design for Learning, 

Differentiated Instruction, and Response to Intervention – three popular professional 

development topics promoted by school and school organization leaders. Based on what I 

learned through this process, prescribing one of these models as the definitive choice would 

defeat one of the aims of this reflective guidebook, that being, if inclusive education is to be 
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realized, I felt it important to recognize that every teacher needs to feel valued, respected as 

different and at a different point in developing their own inclusive pedagogy.  
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